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On the Cover: The Trail to Santa Fe

Official Bicentennial Artwork, by Ron Kil

Ronald Kil is a New Mexico artist who paints, draws, and sculpts
the historical West. He was commissioned to do this painting to
commemorate the 200th anniversary of the Trail for the National
Park Service and Bent's Old Fort NHS. He has provided the
cover art for Wagon Tracks since August 2019.
Ron spent nearly 30 years as a working ranch cowboy—some of
that on ranches that the Trail crossed—and has been a re-enactor
of the 1850s-1860s trail-era plainsman. He has illustrated 35
books, several about the Santa Fe Trail, including the two latest
editons of The Santa Fe Trail, a Guide, by Hal Jackson and Marc
Simmons.

Logo Designed by Avila University Student

The logo for the 2021 Santa Fe Trail bicentennial was designed
by Sultan Sultan, a student at Avila University, Kansas City,
Kansas. Students in the Senior Studio course for graphic design
majors, a capstone course to satisfy the university's requirement
for community engagement, submitted designs. Sultan completed his BA in graphic design in December 2018 and planned
to begin his career in Saudi Arabia.

About the Santa Fe Trail Association

The mission of the Santa Fe Trail Association is to protect and preserve the Santa
Fe Trail and to promote awareness of the historical legacy associated with it.
Follow us online at www.santafetrail.org,
Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest and YouTube
Wagon Tracks, the official publication of the Santa Fe Trail Association (SFTA), publishes well-researched and documented peer-reviewed articles
relating to the Santa Fe Trail. Wagon Tracks is published in February, May, August, and November. Deadlines are the 10th of the month prior to
publication. Queries are welcome. Complete submission guidelines are posted at www.santafetrail.org. Although the entire issue of Wagon Tracks is
copyrighted in the name of the Santa Fe Trail Association, copyright to each article remains in the author’s name. Articles may be edited or abridged at
the editor’s discretion.
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Introduction to this Special Edition of Wagon Tracks

SFTA President Larry D. Short

Joanne VanCoevern
Association Manager

The 2021 commemoration of the
200th anniversary of the opening
of the Santa Fe Trail to successful
trade can be considered a resounding success. That success is thanks
to the efforts of the many Santa Fe
Trail Association members, chapters,
and their communities who worked
together cooperatively in planning
and holding events along the entire
length of the Santa Fe Trail.

various media platforms including
our websites and other social media
pages. Deb Goodrich, the Santa Fe
Trail 200th chair, shared information
through her weekly online broadcast,
"Around Kansas," and also through
a podcast, “Tales of the Trail,” hosted
on Truckers Radio USA. Also during 2021, Dave Kendall created a
documentary “The Road to Santa
Fe: A Convergence of Cultures, The
History of the Santa Fe National
Historic Trail.”

Beginning in January and continuing
throughout the year, the public was
able to participate and learn about
the many people and events related
to the history of the Road to Santa
Fe. Due to restrictions of public
gatherings related to Covid-19, early
events were hosted by newer media
platforms such as Facebook Live and
Zoom. As the weather warmed and
restrictions eased, public attendance
at a variety of events took place in
various communities along the Trail.
(See list of events on page31.) National recognition for the Santa Fe
Trail 200th was achieved by working with other groups such as the
Symphony in the Flint Hills, "A
Taste of History" PBS cooking show,
Western Writers of America, and
the American Solar Challenge. Our
media reach was expanded through

While the events of 1821 and the
opening of a trade route between
Missouri and Santa Fe were focal
points for 2021, it is important to
note that efforts to recognize and
preserve the history associated with
the Santa Fe Trail continue. The
public is still very interested in learning more about the events and the
people associated with the Trail. The
story of the Santa Fe Trail reflects
much of the story of the development of the United States of America. And there are still many stories to
be told and to be discovered. Efforts
will continue to find and preserve
those stories, as well as the sites and
physical remnants of the historic
Santa Fe Trail.

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/wagon_tracks/vol36/iss2/1
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Deb Goodrich
200th Chair
The Santa Fe Trail Association
will continue to offer the variety of
viewpoints and focus on the many
cultures associated with the history
of the Trail, bringing forward the
fact that the Road to Santa Fe always was and always will be a trail of
diverse users from a variety of ethnic
backgrounds.
As the 2021 events come to an end,
the Santa Fe Trail Association is actively pursuing ways to build on that
momentum and carry it forward.
During the next few years, there are
still many 200th anniversaries to
commemorate, including the first
use of wagons to haul trade goods to
Santa Fe, the first Hispanic traders,
and the 1825 survey of the Road to
Santa Fe, along with the first treaties
with tribes along that route.
Join us as we continue to focus on
our mission statement: “. . . to protect
and preserve the Santa Fe Trail and
to promote awareness of the historical legacy associated with it.” 

Winter 2022
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Beyond New Mexico and Missouri: The Diverse People and Places of the Santa Fe Trail
by Guy McClellan

Historian, National Park Service/National Trails.
First published at www.nps.gov/
articles/000/beyond-new-mexico-andmissouri.htm

It took all kinds of people to make
the Santa Fe Trail successful. Hispano businessmen in Santa Fe,
Chihuahua, and New York helped
arrange credit, complete sales, and
transport goods. American Indians
also participated in the trade, as did
Jewish merchants. Many free Blacks
ran their own businesses, employing both Blacks and whites to make
important items like wagons or ox
yokes. Enslaved people performed
an array of trail-related jobs. Irish
and German immigrants served as
laborers, craftsmen, and merchants.
Businesses related to the trade, like
hotels and shops, were usually run by
women.
Like its cast of characters, the trail’s
geographic reach was broader than
we imagine. At the most basic level,
manufactured goods (like cloth)
flowed towards Santa Fe, while raw
materials (like wool) and Mexican
silver flowed towards Missouri. Yet
the reality is a lot more complicated.
The trail’s economic network included places as far-flung as Chihuahua, New York, and London. Goods
bound for Santa Fe—many of them
coming from overseas—were usually
transported via steamboat to trailhead towns in Missouri, like Westport or Independence. From there,
they would be loaded onto wagons
and driven roughly 800 miles to
Santa Fe, which took anywhere from
eight to ten weeks.
When we think of the Santa Fe
Trail, we usually imagine wagons
rolling across a prairie. Yet in some
ways, it’s just as accurate to think of
a bustling city like New York, PhilaPublished
UNM Digital Repository, 2021
Winterby
2022

delphia, or Baltimore. These vital
ports contained people responsible
for inspecting international shipments, storing them safely, and loading them onto boats headed for Missouri. Some years, the Santa Fe trade
favored certain cities; for example,
in 1830, half of all imported goods
bound for Santa Fe passed through
Philadelphia. Pittsburgh also played
an important role, both as a wagon
manufacturing center and an access
point for the Ohio River—an important water transportation route
for goods headed westward. Closer
to Santa Fe, St. Louis and its skilled
tradesmen supplied parties preparing
for the Oregon, California, or Santa
Fe trails.
Santa Fe Trail merchants didn’t always do business remotely. In the
1830s, New Mexican merchants
began making annual trips to places
like Baltimore, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, and New York to purchase
goods directly from suppliers. Businesses and newspapers in these cities
realized the importance of these visits, and they used advertisements to
entice them. The Mexican American
War (1846-48) had little effect on
this pattern; in fact, the war actually
helped Hispano businessmen by increasing the presence of the US federal government (especially the US
Army) in and around New Mexico.
Contracts to supply army forts provided New Mexican merchants with
cash or credit that they used to pay
commission merchants—people who

assisted in purchasing and transporting goods—in far-away cities like
New York.
Santa Fe Trail merchants became
part of an ever-expanding web of information. In 1841, the nation’s first
credit reporting firm was founded in
New York City; within ten years, it
had 2,000 agents across the United
States regularly submitting information. The agency kept records on
Jackson County, Missouri, and Santa
Fe, New Mexico, which helped lenders decide whether or not to lend
money to certain trail merchants.
New York was also home to the important firm of Peter Harmony and
Nephews, commission merchants for
a number of Santa Fe Trail traders.
The founder, Peter Harmony, owned
numerous properties in Manhattan
and belonged to prestigious social
clubs. The firm also did business in
Europe, Cuba, and Brazil, and they
kept their records of the Santa Fe
trade in Spanish. One particularly
wealthy New Mexican merchant,
acting on Peter Harmony’s advice,
bought houses in New York as an
investment.
The Santa Fe Trail connected people
across great distances. Although
the trail itself ran between New
Mexico and Missouri, it would not
have functioned without Boston’s
docks, Pittsburgh’s wagon makers, or
even England’s cotton mills. It took
all kinds of people, in all kinds of
places.

Wagon Tracks Online

Read Wagon Tracks online at www.santafetrail.org and at the University of New
Mexico Digital Repository (This site is word searchable) https://digitalrepository.
unm.edu/wagon_tracks/
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What Can the Santa Fe Trail Teach Us?
By Steve Schmidt
Santa Fe Trail Ambassador
On the occasion of the 200th anniversary of the Santa Fe Trail,
someone asked me, “What can the
Santa Fe Trail teach us for the next
200 years?” Following is by no means
a complete list, but at least might
provide food for thought for things
the Santa Fe Trail can teach us for
the future.
1. The global economy is not new.
It existed for centuries before the
trail. The trail was a vital link in
the 1800s global economy, and the
global economy continues to grow
in scope today. The trail can teach us
that a healthy and unhindered global
economy is needed to meet people’s
needs in an economical manner, and
can result in an improved standard of
living for all. It can teach us that the
global economy cannot be denied
or hindered over the long term. The
trail teaches us the global economy
will be important in the next 200
years and we should embrace it.
2. Traders took great risks in search
of profit and gain. Some endured
prison, gained then lost fortunes, and
suffered great hardship, while others
made fortunes and enjoyed the fruits
of their labor. The trail can teach us
that free enterprise and enlightened
self-interest not only benefit individuals, but benefit broad segments
of the population as well. Individuals
profited, but New Mexico and the
Southwest gained a wider variety of
goods and a better standard of living.
The trail can teach us that entrepreneurship should be encouraged, not
fettered, in the next 200 years.
3. The trail not only connected
markets, connecting supply and demand, but it also connected cultures
(whether for better or for worse, for
good or ill). The trail reinforces the
reality that commerce can impact

cultures and can be a catalyst for the
melting pot of cultures. This needs to
be acknowledged and considered in
the next 200 years. The economy is
not just dollars and cents, it is people
and cultures.
4. The European-Americans looked
down on the Hispanos, considered them uncouth, uneducated,
incapable, etc. The EuropeanAmericans, in their self-proclaimed
superiority, dismissed the Hispanic
culture and engendered ill feeling
that persist, generally just under the
surface, to this day, to the detriment
of all. However, the Hispanos were
crucial to the success of the trail,
quickly dominating the civilian traffic on the trail. Wholesalers solicited
their business, even running ads in
Spanish in New York papers and
elsewhere (guess there was not a
big “English only” push back then).
While their culture was not respected, their money was. The trail can
teach us that we need to respect and
embrace ethnic diversity in the next
200 years. All ethnic groups need
to recognize the special gifts each
group brings and embrace those gifts
for the betterment of all, not just for
better economies, but for better interpersonal relationships. Intolerance
hurts everyone.
5. Just as the “horse culture” Native
Americans overran, engulfed, and,
as a result, essentially destroyed the
sedentary agrarian Native American
culture(s), so too, the EuropeanAmericans overran, engulfed, and,
as a result, essentially damaged the
Native American cultures of the
Santa Fe Trail era. The Santa Fe Trail
played a significant role in that process, contributing to the disruption
of the lives of the Southern Plains
Indians. I think by most any measure, the Native Americans were not
(and many would say, have not fully)
integrated into what we broadly call
"the American culture." To a large

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/wagon_tracks/vol36/iss2/1
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degree, Hispano property rights were
respected, but the Indian received no
respect at all, property rights or otherwise. The Santa Fe Trail can teach
us that something as relatively small,
insignificant, and short-lived as a
wagon trail can have huge impacts
on large groups of people for decades
to come. What small, insignificant,
short-lived things are happening
today that have broad, long-term,
negative consequences?
6. The trail can teach us that change
is inevitable. Wagon freighting matured and reached its height in the
1880s only to be replaced by the railroads which have been supplanted
in many ways by highways/trucks;
and all modes of transportation have
been revolutionized by container
shipping. The trail can teach us that
businesses must always be reinventing themselves, and while profit can
be made with today’s technology,
the real winners are those that can
anticipate, embrace, and profit from
change and new technologies in the
next 200 years.
7. The trail can teach us that in
our focus on our immediate pursuits, we miss huge opportunities
by not “thinking outside the box.”
The Missouri River to the Rocky
Mountains was considered the Great
American Desert, an inhospitable
area to be endured and “gotten
through” by the traders and freighters. The people of the trail days, in
their focus on moving the freight,
did not see the richest soil on earth
and the opportunity for the plains
to become the breadbasket of the
world (yes, I’m pulling out all the
clichés). Even today, the Plains are
to be “gotten through” by travelers on
their way from the Missouri River to
Colorado. What fabulous opportunities are we missing today? Is wind
energy one of these just now being
realized? What else is out here we
are not seeing that are opportunities
Winter 2022
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to be realized in the next 200 years?
8. The trail can teach us that we, and
who we are, are not here by accident.
Who we are and what we enjoy today are the result of those that came
before us and the legacy they left us.
The trail can teach us that, at this
very moment, we are creating the
legacy for future generations. We
need to be cognizant of that, and do
our best to leave a quality legacy into
the next 200 years.
9. Another thought falls under the
general topic of “Extraordinary
Popular Delusions and the Madness
of Crowds” (Mackay, 1841). That
thought is the beaver hat/beaver
fur mania of the early 1800s which
drove the western fur trade industry,
and as a result, drove the explora-

tion of the western US. I contend
the beaver hat had more to do with
shaping the exploration and development of western North American
than any other one thing prior to the
railroad. This needs serious study.
The trail carried trapping supplies
and furs, feeding a global fad and
impacting North American wildlife
and Native Americans. The trail can
teach us about passing fads and the
far-reaching impacts on cultures,
ecosystems, and economies. We need
to be more cognizant of fads and
their impacts in the next 200 years.
While these thoughts are pretty
broad-brush and not completely
fleshed-out, my hope is to stimulate thought to perhaps refine these
thoughts or formulate additional lessons from the trail.

Steve grew up in western Oklahoma. After graduating from OSU, he was a consulting civil engineer for 26 years in the
Denver region. He and his wife Glenda
moved to McPherson in 2001 when Steve
became McPherson’s City Engineer and
later Construction Project Manager for
the Viega factory in McPherson. They are
now retired in Hesston, Kansas. Steve
and Glenda are both interested in history,
especially trails, railroads, and settlement
of the American West. They have each
received awards from the Santa Fe Trail
Association for preservation and promotion of the Santa Fe Trail. Their pastureland north of Lehigh, Kansas, has significant SFT ruts, and has been designated
a Certified Historic Site by the National
Park Service. The site is listed on both
the National and State Registers of Historic Places. Steve is a past SFTA Board
Member and is Secretary-Treasurer of the
Cottonwood Crossing Chapter.

International Connections of the Santa Fe Trail

Reprinted from Los Capitalistas by Susan Boyle, published by The University of New Mexico Press.
Published
UNM Digital Repository, 2021
Winterby
2022
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The Santa Fe Trail and National Expansion:
Commerce, Conquest, and Commemoration
by Dr. Leo E. Oliva
This article originally appeared in the
special Spring 2021 issue, vol. 44, no.
1, of Kansas History, which focused
specifically on the Santa Fe Trail. Kansas History is published jointly by the
Kansas Historical Foundation and the
Department of History at Kansas State
University. This article is reprinted here
with permission.

The bicentennial of the opening of
the Santa Fe Trail in 1821 provides
an opportunity to review and evaluate this historic overland route, actually a network of routes, over six
decades between the Missouri River
Valley and New Mexico.1 There were
attempts to open trade between the
United States and New Spain prior
to 1821, but none succeeded until
that eventful year, when Mexico won
independence from Spain and Missouri became a state. Within a few
weeks after Mexican independence,
which ended Spain’s mercantilist
policies of no trade with anyone outside the Spanish Empire, three trading parties from the United States
arrived in Santa Fe, were welcomed,
enjoyed profitable exchanges, and
returned home to plan additional
expeditions. They knew the way and
the prospects for profits because of
contacts made prior to 1821 that
involved three cultures: Hispanos in
New Mexico, Indigenous Americans along the way from Missouri
to Mexico, and Euro-Americans
from the United States. The cultural
diversity, including conflicts and accommodations, enriched the United
States, often at the expense of Indigenous peoples and Hispanos of the
Southwest.
Hispano- and Franco-Americans
were the first Euro-American explorers and traders to penetrate
Native lands in much of the current
western United States, including the

land through which the Santa Fe
Trail later passed. The contacts and
commerce changed the lifestyle of
Indigenous peoples in the region,
slowly reduced their independence
and control of the area, and began
the process that eventually resulted
in the conquest of Indigenous nations, including the following most
affected by the trail, in order from
eastern Kansas to New Mexico: the
Osage, Kanza, Pawnee, Cheyenne,
Arapaho, Kiowa, Comanche, Ute,
and Jicarilla Apache. Over time,
treaties were signed with each of
these nations by which they agreed
to permit safe passage of traders and
other travelers on the Santa Fe Trail.
In the end, however, the trail was a
route of military conquest.
The policy of destroying the cultures
of Indigenous Americans and taking
their lands was established by the
Doctrine of Discovery, proclaimed
in papal bulls in 1452 and 1493 and
later adopted by all European colonial powers. The doctrine provided
that Christian nations have the right
to enslave Native peoples and take
their lands. The U.S. Supreme Court
adopted it in 1823, and it is still the
law of the land. The doctrine declares
that lands occupied by Indigenous
peoples do not belong to them and
may be taken by the government.
The policy provided legal justification for removing Natives from their
homelands and taking the lands. It is
a form of colonialism that the United States practiced, and the doctrine
was cited by the U.S. Supreme Court
as recently as 2005.2
There were unsuccessful efforts by
Franco-Americans to open trade
across the Great Plains with New
Mexico during the eighteenth century. The French lost control of their
North American colonies in 1763,
and Spanish control was extended
to the Mississippi River. Explorers

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/wagon_tracks/vol36/iss2/1
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opened routes between New Mexico
and the Missouri and Mississippi
Valleys. During the Napoleonic
Wars, France briefly regained control of lands west of the Mississippi
River and soon sold the vast territory to the United States. When the
young nation entered the contest
for control of the trans-Mississippi
West with the Louisiana Purchase
in 1803 (though its boundaries were
not determined until 1819), the stage
was set for additional contacts and
potential commerce that slowly led
to the opening of the Santa Fe Road
in 1821.
Capt. Zebulon Montgomery Pike’s
Southwest Expedition, from 1806 to
1807, opened direct contact between
U.S. explorers and northern New
Spain (Mexico), laying groundwork
that led directly to the opening
of the Santa Fe Trail. The time
Pike spent in New Spain with Lt.
Facundo Melgares of the Spanish
Army, from whom he obtained
detailed information about New
Mexico and the opportunities for
trade there (published in Pike’s
journal in 1810), resulted in attempts
by U.S. citizens to open trade with
New Mexico in 1812 and later.
All those early efforts failed until
Mexican independence in 1821,
when Melgares (now governor of
New Mexico) welcomed the first
successful trading parties from the
United States. Pike’s reports also
helped the United States obtain a
favorable boundary agreement for
the Louisiana Purchase in 1819
and later acquire the Southwest
(including Kansas and all or portions
of eight other states).3 His report
on New Spain was undoubtedly
read or known by every trader who
set out from the United States
to New Mexico, from the Robert
McKnight and James Baird party
in 1812 through William Becknell’s
successful trading venture in 1821
Winter 2022
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Map of the Boone's Lick Road and the Old Santa Fe Trail
and including the fur-trading
ventures of Auguste P. Chouteau
and Jules de Mun in 1815–1816
and again in 1817, when they were
arrested by Spanish troops. David
Meriwether and Alfred, an enslaved
man, reached Santa Fe in 1819 and
were also arrested. Alfred is the
first African American recorded as
traveling between the United States
and Santa Fe. There would be many
more, including Andrew, Dick, and
Charlotte Green at Bent’s Fort;
women servants of U.S. military
officers; and James Beckwourth,
a well-known mountain man and
Santa Fe trader.
International Trade, 1821–1846

The active years of the Santa Fe Trail
are best assessed in five eras. The
first era began in 1821 when rumors
of Mexico’s possible independence
filtered into the United States. Three
trading expeditions set out for New
Mexico, hoping the rumors were true
and they would be welcome. They arrived in Santa Fe within a few weeks
of each other. William Becknell and
five companions from Franklin, Missouri, were welcomed in Santa Fe on
November 16, 1821, by Governor
Melgares (whose earlier friendship
Published
UNM Digital Repository, 2021
Winterby
2022

with Pike may have influenced his
hearty reception). New Mexicans,
far removed from Mexico City, welcomed trade with the United States,
and merchants from northern Mexico soon joined in the commerce.
Thomas James and John McKnight
(brother of Robert, who had been
detained in Mexico since 1812)
and their party traveled westward
from Fort Smith, in present-day
Arkansas, and arrived in Santa Fe on
December 1, 1821, two weeks after
Becknell. Hugh Glenn and Jacob
Fowler with a party of fur trappers
were camped on the Arkansas
River near the site of present-day
Pueblo, Colorado, where they were
met by soldiers from New Mexico,
whom they accompanied to Taos
in January 1822. They arrived in
Santa Fe in February. Members of
these three parties saw profitable
opportunities and then returned to
the United States. Some prepared
for another trading venture to New
Mexico and encouraged others.
News traveled quickly that Mexico
was independent and traders were
welcome.
Becknell organized his second trip to
Santa Fe in 1822, a party of twentyWagon Tracks

one men with three wagons. At least
two other expeditions set out with
pack animals that year. The commerce grew during following years,
a good wagon road (known as the
Cimarron Route) was established,
and Mexican merchants joined the
trade. The Santa Fe Trail connected
with earlier overland routes: the
Boone’s Lick Road from St. Charles
to Franklin, Missouri, at the east
end and El Camino Real de Tierra
Adentro at Santa Fe, which went to
Mexico City. El Camino Real was
especially important because the
commerce from the United States
soon saturated the small population
of New Mexico, and commodities
were sent farther south to Chihuahua, Zacatecas, Durango, and other
settlements. In addition, the Missouri River became the main route
of trade items between St. Louis
and the eastern terminus of the road
to Santa Fe, a terminus that moved
westward over time from Franklin to
Lexington, Independence, Westport,
Fort Leavenworth, and other points.4
In 1824, New Mexico Governor
Bartolome Baca sent a delegation
of twenty-six men to the United
States to seek a peace treaty with the
Pawnee who raided trade caravans
9
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primarily to steal horses and mules.
With help from U.S. Indian Agent
Benjamin O’Fallon and U.S. troops
stationed at the first Fort Atkinson
(near Council Bluffs, present-day
Nebraska), a treaty was signed.5 The
Pawnee agreed not to raid Spanish
travelers on the Santa Fe Trail.6 By
1840, Hispano merchants outnumbered merchants from the United
States in the Santa Fe trade.7 The
Mexican silver dollar was legal tender in the United States until 1857.
Major commodities in the trade
included, from the United States
to Mexico, cloth, metal tools and
kettles, religious objects, alcohol, and
wagons and, from Mexico to the
United States, silver, gold, furs, hides,
donkeys, mules, and wool. Josiah
Gregg reported that the trade from
the United States to New Mexico
in 1843 included thirty proprietors,
230 wagons, and commodities valued
at $450,000, of which two-thirds
was sent south to El Paso (Ciudad
Juárez), Chihuahua, and other cities.8
Plains Indian raids on some wagon
trains, beginning in the late 1820s,
resulted in sporadic efforts by the
United States to provide military
protection. From the Indigenous
perspective, the trade caravans offered opportunities to steal horses
and mules. They were also able to
trade buffalo robes for commodities,
including metal tools and kettles,
coffee and sugar, and alcohol. Unfortunately, alcohol became the major
item of trade along the trail, creating
social and economic problems that
led to conflicts.9 The first recorded
death of Santa Fe traders by Natives
occurred in 1828, and the United
States and Mexico responded the
following year. There were two New
Mexican military expeditions in
1829 and 1843, but coordinated efforts between troops of the United
States and Mexico to protect traders
worked only once, in 1829. Despite
a few expeditions along the trail
prior to the U.S.-Mexican War, trade
caravans were mostly left to protect themselves. However, relations
among the three cultures were most-

ly peaceful until the U.S.-Mexican
War.
There were few women on the trail
of commerce during the era of international trade. The first recorded
Euro-American women to travel
the Santa Fe Trail were six Spanish
exiles from New Mexico in 1829, the
result of Mexico’s 1828 law requiring
deportation of all citizens born in
Spain because of the fear that they
were still loyal to the Spanish crown.
They traveled to St. Louis and returned to New Mexico in 1831 with
the spring trade caravan on the Santa
Fe Trail, following the repeal of the
expulsion order. Their names are unknown. African American Charlotte
Green traveled the trail to Bent’s
Fort in the early 1830s, but the exact
date is unknown. Mary Donoho was
the first recorded Euro-American
woman from the United States to
travel the trail to New Mexico, with
her husband and daughter, in 1833.
Four years later, they returned to
Missouri via the trail. The first EuroAmerican woman to write about
traveling the trail was Susan Shelby
Magoffin, whose 1846–1847 travel
diary has been in print since 1926.
The number of women on the trail
increased after the U.S.-Mexican
War as traders and military officers
brought their wives and children to
the Southwest.10
U.S.-Mexican War, 1846–1848

Following Texas independence in
1836, the Mexican government became fearful of U.S. expansionism, a
fear that increased when the United
States elected James Polk in 1844 on
a platform of territorial conquest to
the Pacific Ocean and annexed Texas
in 1845. When Polk’s attempts to
purchase lands from Mexico between
Texas and the Pacific Ocean failed,
the United States provoked a war to
fulfill Manifest Destiny. Indigenous
resistance increased during and after
that war as the Natives saw the decline in buffalo numbers, destruction
of timber, and invasion of sacred
places and were induced to sign trea-
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ties by which they ceded traditional
lands to the United States. As they
realized that their survival and the
preservation of their traditional cultures were threatened by overwhelming numbers of Euro-Americans,
their resistance increased. Warfare
on the trail persisted until the Indigenous nations were defeated and
forced onto reservations. The Santa
Fe Trail was a major factor in the
causes and outcome of that conquest.
Although Mexico was defeated by
U.S. troops that marched to and
captured Mexico City, the war
turned the Santa Fe Trail into a
route of conquest as Gen. Stephen
W. Kearny’s Army of the West, and
other troops that followed, occupied
territory from New Mexico to
California that had been taken from
Mexico by the terms of the Treaty
of Guadalupe Hidalgo in February
1848, (including Texas, the Mexican
Cession transferred more than half
of Mexico to the United States). The
thousands of troops who marched
to the Southwest and later returned
via the Santa Fe Trail, along with
the supply trains that continually
freighted supplies from Missouri
to troops in the field, increased
traffic on the route far beyond any
previous level. This sparked increased
resistance by Comanche, Kiowa,
Cheyenne, and Arapaho, which
led to the establishment of a U.S.
military post on the route (Fort
Mann, just west of present-day
Dodge City). A special battalion of
volunteers, known by several names,
including “Indian Battalion,” was
raised in Missouri and sent to Fort
Mann to protect the military supply
trains and other travelers. During
the spring and summer of 1848,
this unit was successful. The Kiowa,
Cheyenne, and Arapaho agreed to
move away from the trail, and the
Comanche who attempted to close
the route were defeated and forced to
retreat into Texas. After the Indian
Battalion was discharged later that
year, Indigenous raids resumed in
following years. Additional military
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et al.: Wagon Tracks Volume 36, Issue 2 (January 2022)

posts were founded along the trail
during the 1850s and 1860s. The
expansion of military operations
resulted in the volume of civilian
commercial freight transported over
the trail being exceeded by wagon
trains of military supplies. Because
the quartermaster department of
the U.S. Army was unable to handle
the increasing demand for those
provisions, large contract freighting
companies, such as Russell, Majors
& Waddell, soon became the
dominant shippers using the trail
after the war. Some of the freighting
companies, including Russell, Majors
& Waddell, used enslaved labor and
brought more African Americans to
the trail.11
Between Two Wars, 1848–1861

During the years between the U.S.Mexican War and the U.S. Civil
War, the Santa Fe Trail adapted to
new opportunities. The Mountain
Route via Raton Pass became important during the U.S.-Mexican War.
Although longer than the Cimarron
Route, it was considered safer from
Indigenous resistance. As improvements were made, it became the preferred route for freighters, mail service, and other travelers during and
after the Civil War. Francis X. Aubry
opened the Aubry Route, which had
better sources of water than other
crossings, between the Arkansas and
Cimarron Rivers in 1851. It soon
became the most popular passage

between the two rivers on the Cimarron Route.
During this era, the presence of
women on the trail increased as
families joined gold rushes to
California and the Rocky Mountains
and operated trading ranches along
the route, and military officers
brought their families and free
or enslaved Black women to the
military posts. Katie Bowen, wife of
Maj. Isaac Bowen, wrote detailed
letters about her travels to and from
New Mexico between 1851 and
1855, and Marion Sloan traveled
the trail with her single mother
five times between 1852 and 1862.
As more women wrote of their
experiences, new perspectives were
provided about the environment,
other cultures, and family life.12
Trading ranches, stage stations, and
towns, some of which had toll bridges, were established at a number of
stream crossings on the trail from the
late 1840s through the mid-1860s
to supply travelers along the way.
Many operated until westward railroad expansion made them obsolete.
Those serving as stations for the mail
contractor supported that important
service between Missouri and Santa
Fe, which began in 1850. There were
at least twenty-five of these stations
along the route in present-day Kansas and a dozen or more in Colorado
and New Mexico.

With the entire route from Missouri
to New Mexico within the United
States, it was possible to provide
military protection from end to end.
This provided increased safety to
freighters, travelers, and the regular
mail service that began in 1850 while
reducing the control and resistance
of Indigenous nations. New treaties were signed with many nations
and provided several years of relative
peace (only to be violated by both
sides during and after the 1859 gold
rush to the Rocky Mountains), and
military posts were founded to help
preserve peace. Fort Atkinson, from
1850 to 1854 (just west of presentday Dodge City and near the site of
the short-lived Fort Mann during
the war with Mexico), was largely
a failure because of the small garrison. The Treaty of Fort Atkinson in
1853, an accomplishment of Indian
Agent Thomas Fitzpatrick, brought
the Comanche, Kiowa, and Plains
Apache into the treaty system to secure peace without war. Fort Union
in New Mexico, from 1851 to 1891,
became the largest military post and
supply depot on the Santa Fe Trail.13
Fort Riley, founded in 1853, was
not on the Santa Fe Trail but served
as a major base of operations and
supplies for troops protecting the
route until the railroads replaced the
wagon road. Fort Larned, from 1859
to 1878, was founded to protect an
expanded mail service as well as all
others using the trail. Fort Wise was

There was safety in numbers
when setting out on the trails
in Kansas. This 1860 photo
captures an impressive sight
of a wagon train including covered wagons, oxen,
and horses moving through
Manhattan, Kansas, to
parts unknown. Courtesy of
kansasmemory.org, Kansas
Historical Society.
Published
UNM Digital Repository, 2021
Winterby
2022

Wagon Tracks

11

11

Wagon Tracks, Vol. 36 [2021], Iss. 2, Art. 1

founded in Kansas Territory (now
Colorado) at Bent’s New Fort on the
Mountain Route (about nine miles
west of present-day Lamar) in 1860;
it later became Fort Lyon, from 1862
to 1867, and was relocated east of
present-day Las Animas, Colorado,
from 1867 to 1897. Unfortunately,
this era of relative peace and prosperity for all three cultures associated
with the trail was disrupted by the
gold rush to the Rocky Mountains
and the Civil War.
Civil War, 1861–1865

The struggle between proslavery and
free-state settlers in Kansas Territory
from 1854 to 1861, a time known as
Bleeding Kansas, affected some travelers on the Santa Fe Trail. Missouri
was a slave state; the institution was
firmly entrenched in the Missouri
towns where trade caravans were
outfitted, and enslaved people provided much of the labor. There were
also free African Americans engaged
in trail business. Hiram Young, freed
from enslavement, operated a factory
in Independence that manufactured
wagons, oxen yokes, and other equipment for the freighting caravans.14
Some Missouri residents crossed into
Kansas Territory to vote for candidates who supported making Kansas
a slave state, while emigrants from
several northern states were determined to keep Kansas free. The border warfare and Bleeding Kansas led
directly to the Civil War. Although
the major battles of that terrible
conflict occurred east of the Santa
Fe Trail, events on the trail were part
of it. It was also a time when Indigenous nations increased their resistance, opening the final phase of the
so-called Indian wars, which lasted
into the 1870s along the trail.
During the Civil War, there were
Confederate guerrilla raids against
settlements on the Santa Fe Trail in
eastern Kansas, including Aubrey
(March 7, 1862—William Quantrill), Olathe (September 6–7, 1862—
Quantrill), Shawnee (October 17,
1862—Quantrill, and fifteen men

escorting a Santa Fe–bound wagon
train nearby were also killed), and
Diamond Spring (May 4–5, 1863—
Dick Yeager). In the last of these
instances, the proprietor of the trading ranch and mail station, Augustus
Howell, was killed; his wife, Sarah,
was wounded; and several trail travelers were killed along the way.
Two engagements between Confederate and Union troops were
fought on the trail in New Mexico
in March 1862. Confederate troops
from Texas invaded New Mexico
from El Paso, captured military posts
and settlements, created the Territory of Arizona (the southern half of
present-day New Mexico and Arizona), and sent some troops toward
California, and Gen. Henry Hopkins
Sibley, who had commanded Fort
Union before resigning to join the
Confederate Army, led Texas troops
up the Rio Grande. On March 11,
1862, they took possession of Santa
Fe (the territorial government fled to
Las Vegas). Sibley planned to march
his force to capture Fort Union, a
military depot filled with supplies
that the Confederates needed, and
then push on to capture the gold
mines of Colorado Territory. Meanwhile, a new defensive structure was
constructed at Fort Union, and the
garrison there was reinforced with
volunteers from Colorado. Col. John
Slough led 1,342 men from Fort
Union toward Santa Fe on March
22, leaving a small garrison to guard
the post.15
Advance units of both armies met
at Apache Canyon (the west entrance to Glorieta Pass) on March
26, 1862. During the three-hour
battle, the Confederates were driven
from the field, the first time they
had been turned back since entering
New Mexico. March 27 was a day
of cessation of hostilities, by agreement, to bury the dead and treat
the wounded. During that time, the
main Confederate force moved to
Johnson’s Ranch west of Apache
Canyon, and the Union troops or-
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ganized at Kozlowski’s Ranch to the
east of Glorieta Pass. Both sides were
prepared for a larger engagement
on March 28 when they met near
Pigeon’s Ranch. While the Confederates forced their enemy to retreat
from the field, a portion of the
Union troops marched over Glorieta
Mesa and destroyed the Confederate
supply train at Johnson’s Ranch. This
forced the Texas invaders to retreat,
and they suffered terribly without
food, blankets, and medical supplies.
The two battles were the turning
point of the Civil War in the Far
West, and the Battle of Glorieta Pass
has been called the “Gettysburg of
the West.”16
While the eastern and western portions of the Santa Fe Trail were
threatened and attacked by Confederate troops and partisans, the middle section of the trail saw conflicts
between the Indigenous nations of
the region and Euro-Americans who
utilized and protected the lifeline
between the eastern states and New
Mexico Territory, the “war within a
war.” The major Indigenous nations
involved in this warfare along the
trail were the Cheyenne, Arapaho,
Kiowa, Comanche, Plains Apache,
Lakota (Sioux), Jicarilla Apache, and
Moache Ute. In many respects, the
Civil War years may be seen as the
beginning of the final chapter in the
Indian wars of the Plains, a period
of accelerated conflict that ended
with the destruction of Plains nations as they had existed for over a
century, assignment to reservations,
and Euro-American domination of
the region.
Leaders of these nations realized
that while citizens of the United
States were fighting each other,
there were opportunities to increase
resistance to the occupation of their
homelands. By the last year of the
Civil War, much of the route of
the Santa Fe Trail was the scene of
conflicts that led to the Sand Creek
Massacre on November 29, 1864.
This was followed by the final era of
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warfare and peace treaties during the
last years of the Santa Fe Trail, before the wagon road was superseded
by the railroads.
Railroads Replace Wagon Roads,
Conquest Completed, 1865–1880

The end of the Civil War and rapid
construction of railroads across the
Great Plains helped make possible
the final conquest of the Indigenous
nations along the Santa Fe Trail
in a series of alternating military
campaigns and peace treaties. The
Sand Creek Massacre resulted in a
new wave of Indigenous retaliation
along all routes of overland travel
across the Great Plains during 1865.
Warfare was brought to a close with
the Treaties of the Little Arkansas
signed by leaders of the Cheyenne,
Arapaho, Comanche, Kiowa, and
Plains Apache nations at the site
of present-day Wichita in October
1865. Reservations were assigned
to the Plains nations in present-day
Oklahoma, but the treaties permitted them to continue hunting north
of the Arkansas River in western
Kansas and eastern Colorado Territory. The following year was the most
peaceful along the Santa Fe Trail for
all three cultures since the Indian
Battalion’s successful operations of
1848.
Unfortunately, the peace on the
Southern Plains was destroyed in

1867, not by the Indigenous nations but by Gen. Winfield Scott
Hancock, new commander of the
Military Department of the Missouri. Widespread rumors circulated
during late 1866 and early 1867 that
the Plains nations were planning a
major uprising in 1867. These false
rumors were spread by politicians,
railroad interests, and newspaper
editors who wanted the Indigenous
people forced onto the assigned reservations to make it safe to construct
railroads and found new towns and
for farmers to acquire and occupy
homesteads. It was a prime example
of “settler colonialism.”17 Gen. William T. Sherman visited the region
in November 1866 and declared that
the rumors were false. Hancock, on
the other hand, assumed they were
true and planned an expedition to
force the tribes into submission and
onto the assigned reservations.
He led 1,400 troops from Fort Riley
to Fort Larned in the early spring of
1867, threatened tribal leaders at a
conference at Fort Larned, and captured and burned a peaceful Cheyenne and Oglala Lakota village west
of Fort Larned. This created a war
where none had existed, known as
Hancock’s War, which involved several nations and troops from several
military posts. Travelers on the Santa
Fe Trail and other overland routes
suffered losses of life and property, as
did the Indigenous people. The fight-

ing stopped with the signing of new
peace treaties at Medicine Lodge
Creek in October 1867 by the same
nations that had signed the Treaties
of the Little Arkansas. The terms
were similar to those of the treaties
of 1865, with one major exception:
the 1867 treaties prohibited the nations from hunting north of the Arkansas River, confining them to the
reservations.18
When some chiefs refused to sign
with that provision, Missouri Senator John Henderson told them the
terms would be changed and they
could hunt north of the Arkansas as
long as there were bison. That was
not true. It was duplicity, not diplomacy. Most of the chiefs signed.
The following year, when they were
found north of the Arkansas, they
were declared to be in violation of
the treaty. The government failed to
distribute annuity provisions in a
timely manner, and warfare returned
to the Plains and the trail during
1868 and 1869. During that time,
the nations that had signed the 1867
treaties were defeated and forced
onto the reservations. Soon thereafter, the great slaughter of the bison
began. This was the final blow to the
nations whose life and culture was
closely connected to bison. As African American James Beckwourth
noted in his autobiography, “They
consider that the buffalo belongs
to them as their exclusive property;

Expanding railroad construction made wagon roads obsolete,
but the imprint on the land of the
crossing of so many wagon wheels
has remained. This photo, taken
circa 1925 to 1929, shows wagon
ruts on the Santa Fe Trail west
of Dodge City, Kansas, in Ford
County. Courtesy of kansasmemory.org, Kansas Historical Society.
Published
UNM Digital Repository, 2021
Winterby
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that he was sent to them by the
Great Spirit for their subsistence;
and when he fails them, what shall
they resort to? . . . Unquestionably
he will be taken in a surround, as he
now surrounds the buffalo.”19
In 1874, these nations were suffering from hunger because of the
decline of bison, and many left the
reservations to fight “the war to
save the buffalo,” known to EuroAmericans as the Red River War,
1874–1875. The Southern Plains
nations were defeated again, peace
returned, and the route of the Santa
Fe Trail was safe. During those
years, the railroads replaced the
wagon roads. Railroad construction west of the Missouri River was
delayed by the Civil War, but the
generous provisions of land grants
and low-interest loans in the Pacific Railroad Act of July 1, 1862,
spurred the planning and building
of western lines before peace was
restored. The Union Pacific Railway, Eastern Division (later known
as the Kansas Pacific Railway and
eventually acquired by the Union
Pacific Railroad) was the first to
shorten the Santa Fe Trail as it
built westward from Kansas City
and Leavenworth along the Kansas
and Smoky Hill Rivers to Denver
between 1864 and 1870. The eastern terminus of the wagon road
moved westward as this line was
completed, with connecting trails
to the main Santa Fe Trail, including Junction City to Fort Larned
(1866), Fort Harker and Ellsworth
to Fort Larned (spring 1867),
Fort Hays and Hays City to Fort
Dodge (autumn 1867), Sheridan to
Fort Lyon (1868), and Kit Carson
to Fort Lyon (1870). In 1873, a
branch of the Kansas Pacific Railway was completed to Las Animas,
Colorado Territory, on the Santa
Fe Trail. Meanwhile the Atchison,
Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad was
built along portions of the Santa Fe
Trail corridor, reaching Burlingame,
Kansas (1869); the Colorado border
via Great Bend, Larned, and Dodge

City (1872); Granada, Colorado
Territory (1873); Las Animas
(1875); Trinidad (1878); and Las
Vegas and Lamy, New Mexico
(1879); in addition, a spur was completed to Santa Fe (1880). Railroads
made possible the white settlement
and development of the American
West, completing the process started by the overland trails. The Santa
Fe Trail ended after six decades. The
transportation corridor that was
used by bison and other animals,
Indigenous people, Euro-American
wagon trains, and railroads continues to the present day with modern
highways.
End of the Trail

The Santa Fe Trail was an important part of the westward expansion of the United States and the
conquest of Indigenous nations and
Hispano-Americans in the Southwest. For six decades, the Santa Fe
Trail served the nation as a major
route of commerce and conquest. It
contributed to the successful development of the nation and its rise to
international power. That view, increasingly challenged by historians
and some citizens, is slowly being
reevaluated in terms of racism, the
subjugation of Indigenous people
and destruction of their cultures,
and the military conquest of territory occupied and controlled by
Indigenous nations and the nation
of Mexico. As the people of the
United States continue to reassess
national expansion, including the
Santa Fe Trail, a more critical and
balanced appraisal will be forthcoming. Although historical events
are evaluated in terms of the times
in which they occurred, the heritage
of conquest affects the descendants
of those who were defeated and
whose culture was destroyed. As we
commemorate the two hundredth
anniversary of this historic route of
commerce and conquest, we must
strive to provide a better balance of
its history and further evaluate the
actions of a nation that played by
rules that are not acceptable today.
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There is still an important task to be
fulfilled.
Commemoration

The Santa Fe Trail, route of commerce and conquest, ended when
the railroad reached Santa Fe in
1880. The historic road has been
commemorated in many ways that
should be noted in preparation for
events planned for the two hundredth anniversary in 2021. In the
early twentieth century, while people who had traveled the Santa Fe
Trail were still alive, efforts began
to commemorate the historic trail,
recognizing the pioneers and marking the route. Several state chapters
of the Daughters of the American
Revolution (DAR), a patriotic
organization for women whose
ancestors were present at the time
of the Revolutionary War, became
concerned that traces of the old trail
were disappearing and launched a
project to place stone markers as
precisely as possible along the route.
Since there are no Revolutionary
War sites west of the Mississippi
River, the DAR seeks to mark and
preserve other historic sites of significance to national development.
The proposal to mark the Santa
Fe Trail was presented by Kansas
DAR State Regent Fannie Geiger
Thompson in 1902 and adopted by
the annual conference in 1903, and
the first granite marker was placed
south of Lyons, Kansas, in 1906.
DAR chapters in Missouri, Colorado, and New Mexico joined the
project. Initially, there were twentynine in Missouri, eighty-nine in
Kansas, thirty-seven in Colorado,
and nineteen in New Mexico. A
few were added later, including one
in Oklahoma in 1994 and the latest
at Point of Rocks, New Mexico, in
2019.20
There were also efforts to reunite
those who had traveled the trail.
In 1909, with help from the DAR,
the Old Plainsman Association was
formed at Independence, Missouri,
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comprising those who had “crossed
the plains” with wagon trains. The
association held annual meetings
from 1909 to 1919. Members told of
their experiences and shared memories.21 In 1910, during the Fourth of
July celebration at Las Vegas, New
Mexico, special recognition was
given to “old trailers” who had traveled the Santa Fe Trail. The Las Vegas
Optic, on June 30, 1910, published
a list of more than four hundred
people in the territory who qualified,
including Joseph B. Watrous, who
made ten round trips between New
Mexico and Missouri between 1857
and 1864.22
In 1924, the DAR began a new
project to honor pioneer women
with Madonna of the Trail statues in
twelve states from Maryland to California. Four of those were designated
for Santa Fe Trail states (Missouri,
Kansas, Colorado, and New Mexico).
The DAR joined efforts with the
National Old Trails Road Association (NOTRA), founded in 1912,
of which Harry S. Truman from
Independence, Missouri, was elected
president in 1926. Mrs. John Moss
Trigg of St. Louis, Missouri, served
as chair of the DAR National Old
Trails Committee that worked with
NOTRA. August Leimbach of St.

Louis designed the eighteen-foothigh monument, which consists of a
ten-foot-high pioneer mother on a
pedestal with a baby in her arms and
a son standing beside her. Truman,
Mrs. Trigg, and Frank Davis (secretary of NOTRA) oversaw the selection of the location for each state.
The site had to be located on a National Old Trails Road, placed where
the public could see it, and protected
and maintained. The statues were
dedicated in 1928–1929. Three were
placed on the Santa Fe Trail at Lexington, Missouri; Council Grove,
Kansas; and Lamar, Colorado. Santa
Fe, New Mexico, was also selected
but refused the statue, which was
placed in Albuquerque.23
As the federal highway system was
developed, highway associations were
organized to recognize and promote
historic connections. With the designation of U.S. Highway 56 along
the route of the Santa Fe Trail in
1956, the Santa Fe Trail Highway 56
Association was organized in Kansas (replacing the earlier Highway
50N Association) and later added
members along the route in Oklahoma and New Mexico. 24 In 1961,
the state highway commissions in
the three states agreed to place new
markers along U.S. 56. The signs

Following that celebration, the
Highway 56 Association continued
to promote travel along the historic
route for several years and then became dormant. When the Santa
Fe Trail Association (SFTA) was
founded at Trinidad, Colorado, in
1986, the remaining funds held by
the Highway 56 Association were
given to SFTA. Interestingly, William Wheatley of Clayton, New
Mexico, who had been president of
the Highway 56 Association in 1961,
and Grace Collier, who had been
executive secretary at that time, were
both charter members of SFTA.
Both received awards from SFTA
for their longtime promotion of the
history and remnants of the historic
trail. SFTA continues many activities
to the present day, including annual
conferences along the route and publication of the quarterly Wagon Tracks
to preserve, protect, and promote the
Santa Fe Trail.
In 1987, Congress passed legislation designating the Santa Fe Trail
a National Historic Trail, which
was signed into law on May 8 by
President Ronald Reagan, who had
starred in the 1940 movie The Santa
Fe Trail. The National Park Service
oversees this historic trail and works
closely with SFTA. As Marc Simmons, first president of SFTA, declared in his opening address at the
Trinidad symposium in 1986, “The
Santa Fe Trail Lives On!” Everyone
is encouraged to participate in many
special events planned along the trail

State historical marker at Sora
Kansas Creek designating a nearby
council site where, in 1825, the
Kaw nation signed a treaty with
the U.S. government, opening up
the Santa Fe Trail. The same year,
another treaty was signed with the
Osage at Council Grove, Kansas.
Courtesy of the Kansas Historical
Society.
Published
UNM Digital Repository, 2021
Winterby
2022

featured a covered wagon on a green
background with “Santa Fe Trail”
printed boldly over the wagon. As
part of the Kansas statehood centennial in 1961, the Highway 56 Association sponsored a Santa Fe Trail
caravan that traveled from Shawnee
Mission, Kansas, to Santa Fe on
May 8–20, with parades and public
programs in twenty-four communities in Kansas, two in Oklahoma,
and four in New Mexico. This was
the largest promotional event of the
Santa Fe Trail staged so far.25
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during 2021. The articles in this
special issue are part of the commemoration.
Dr. Leo E. Oliva, Woodston, Kansas,
has been researching and writing
about the Santa Fe Trail since 1959.
He edited the Santa Fe Trail Association quarterly, Wagon Tracks, from
1986 to 2011.
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Business, Politics, and Power:
The Transcontinental World of Bent, St. Vrain and Company, 1829-1849
By Dr. David C. Beyreis
Presented at the 2021 Symposium in La
Junta, Colorado

The international scope of commerce
on the Santa Fe Trail presented
Bent, St. Vrain and Company with
a unique set of opportunities and
pitfalls. Between Charles and William Bent’s first trip over the route
in 1829 and the abandonment of
their famous adobe trading post
twenty years later, the firm carved
out a profitable niche in the Southwest borderlands. From their fort on
the Arkansas River and mercantile
establishments in northern Mexico,
the Bent brothers and their partner
Ceran St. Vrain pursued economic
and political opportunities on a vast
geographical scale. By cultivating
transnational alliances, the partners
tapped into networks that spanned
the North American continent.
These ties facilitated financial success
and the accumulation of power. Their
business was not without its risks,
however. The same bonds that linked
some people together had the potential to drive wedges between others.
From New York to New Mexico,
the Bents and St. Vrain performed
a delicate, but ultimately untenable,
balancing act between often contending international forces.
The nature and structure of the
Santa Fe trade linked Bent, St. Vrain
and Company to people and markets on a transcontinental scale. For
the venture to succeed in its corner
of Mexico’s Far North, the partners
had to establish and maintain ties
with the Missouri powerbrokers who
linked the western frontier with the
Atlantic Seaboard and Europe. By
themselves, the Bents and St. Vrain
were ill-equipped to handle the costs
and risks of the trade with New
Mexico. Of necessity, they relied on
those with more capital and better
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infrastructure to aid them in their
quest for wealth. Long-standing ties
with the St. Louis business community were crucial. Through these connections, Bent, St. Vrain and Company gained access to vast networks
of supply and finance. In this way,
the economic development of the
southern plains and Southwest borderlands was linked to cosmopolitan
capital and know-how.1
Procuring trade goods and merchandise depended on access to credit. An
expansive network was anchored by
the eastern merchants and banks that
annually advanced funds to Missouri
businessmen. The frontier firms then

Procuring trade goods
and merchandise
depended on access to
credit.

extended credit to their own customers, also on a yearly basis. If these
local debts went unpaid, the western
creditors were at risk. Default could
restrict access to eastern funds and
certainly meant higher interest rates
for themselves—rates which they
would have to pass on to their clients. The rhythms of international
trade further complicated matters.
Vast distances and slow transportation meant that credit extended to a
firm like Bent, St. Vrain and Company might not yield repayment, let
alone a profit, to lenders for two or
three years. However unwieldy and
risky the system, this was the necessary way of doing business.2
Operating costs for international
business were sizable. In correspondence with the Secretary of the
Treasury, trader Manuel Alvarez esWagon Tracks

timated that a wagonload consisting
of 4,500 pounds of freight cost $12
per hundred pounds to ship from
New York to New Mexico. This,
combined with import duties in Santa Fe that sometimes ranged as high
as $600 per wagon meant that only
those with sufficient capital could
remain solvent. Like all the other
outfits trekking along the Santa Fe
Trail, Bent, St. Vrain and Company
had additional expenses to consider.
The cost of wagons and livestock,
pay for their hunters, drovers, and
traders, steamboat shipping bills, and
insurance premiums all cut into the
bottom line. Yet the potential profits
were high enough that company
wagon trains plied the route to New
Mexico nearly every year between
1830 and 1849.3
If operating expenses were high,
so was the potential to make large
profits. Missouri boosters and government officials pitched the Santa
Fe commerce as a boon to the western economy. So intimate was the
connection between these markets,
wrote Alphonso Wetmore in 1831,
that Mexican silver was the primary
specie circulating in Missouri. “Many
of our citizens,” he informed Secretary of War Lewis Cass, “are profitably employed in the trade,” supplying livestock, food, and mechanical
expertise to westbound merchants.
William Clark urged that the commerce of the prairies “be placed upon
a footing more permanently useful
than the mere acquisition of furs,”
and pointed out that a large Mexican
demand for American cotton would
“give employment to thousands of
our enterprising citizens.”4 Even
though the Santa Fe market sometimes became glutted with American
trade goods, other opportunities
opened up farther south. By the eve
of the U.S.-Mexican War, a good
year brought a return of forty percent
on investment. Despite the challeng17
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es, costs, and occasionally bad trading seasons, the number of investors
in the business grew from the 1820s
through the 1840s.5
Tracking Bent, St. Vrain and Company through this financial maze is
not always easy, but they are there
at many points along the way from
Santa Fe to New York City. No
single source follows the partners
through every step in the provisioning process. However, there are
enough clues to indicate that they
went about their affairs in a similar
manner to their better-documented
associates. Fragmentary personal
correspondence and entries scattered
through fur trade and mercantile account books provide details on their
movements. For example, a letter
from Charles Bent to military officials in New Mexico indicates that
some of his trade goods for the 1833
season came through the port of
New Orleans. An outbreak of cholera on the western frontier raised
fears that Bent’s caravan might carry
the contagion.6 There are also leads
about the movements of the partners
through the world of Eastern wholesalers and marketers. In 1844, Josiah
Gregg indicated that Ceran St. Vrain
had spent time in New York City.
Gregg had hoped to send a copy of
Commerce of the Prairies west with St.
Vrain as a gift to the United States
Consul in Santa Fe. But Ceran “left
without giving me any notice” of his
departure. The company obtained
$75 in credit from Pierre Chouteau,
Jr. to help cover the trader’s travel
expenses.7 It appears, then, that Bent,
St. Vrain and Company obtained
their merchandise using well-established continental supply networks.
Most of what the St. Louis merchants provided for the company’s
business came from transcontinental
and international supply sources.
The sheer scope and variety of goods
necessary for supplying the Indian
and Mexican trades was astounding.
Ledger books from the Missouri
Historical Society Archives give a

glimpse of the range of items sought
by the Bents for personal use and
sale to their customers. In 1838 and
1840 the partners ordered clothing,
beans, knives, blankets, candlesticks,
nails, tobacco, Epsom salts, raisins,
tar, window panes, writing paper,
rum, ledger books, calomel, saltpeter,
syringes, “blistering ointment,” a silk
umbrella, cigars, “Blow Horns,” a
volume of naval history, and much
more. Sugar came from Havana,
beads from Trieste and Vienna, gunpowder from Delaware, and rifles
from Pennsylvania. Brazilian coffee,
Chinese tea, German steel, and Kentucky flour were all loaded into company wagons that rumbled west each
spring bound for Santa Fe, Taos,
Bent’s Fort, and the Southern Cheyenne villages at the Big Timbers of
the Arkansas River.8

rying prominent men. Dorcas Bent
wed William Chiles Carr, scion of a
powerful political family. Juliannah
Bent married Lilburn Boggs; she
died before he became governor of
Missouri, but the families remained
close. Furthermore, although direct
evidence is lacking, it is reasonable to
assume that Charles Bent leveraged
his connection to St. Louis’s Masonic Lodge to further his commercial
interests.10

Intimate connections
within St. Louis
mercantile networks
facilitated the
company’s success on
the Santa Fe Trail.

Close association with the Chouteaus was especially critical to Bent,
St. Vrain and Company’s operations
along the Arkansas River and Santa
Fe Trail. This family had a longstanding association with John Jacob
Astor’s American Fur Company
behemoth. In 1826, American Fur
signed a deal that put its Western
Department under the supervision of
Bernard Pratte and Company. After
Astor’s retirement in 1834, his successors maintained the same agreement. Following a series of corporate
realignments, P. Chouteau, Jr. and
Company emerged by 1839 as the
most powerful player in the St. Louis
fur trade. Bent, St. Vrain and Company did the bulk of its Missouri
business with Chouteau’s concern
after its incorporation, a move which
provided access to new sources of
high quality trade goods.11

sociability linked the Bents and St.
Vrain to the highest echelons of
Missouri society. Ceran worked as
a young man for Bernard Pratte,
a well-connected French-Creole
merchant who helped underwrite
St. Vrain’s early business ventures
in New Mexico during the 1820s.
Silas Bent, patriarch of his clan, had
long acquaintance with the extensive
Chouteau family through service on
the territorial bench.9 The community was small enough in the 1830s
and 1840s that the Bents danced in
the same ballrooms and dined at the
same tables with the city’s elite. The
Bent sisters did their part to deepen
the sociopolitical network by mar-

Lacking a retail store in St. Louis
and consistent contact with eastern
merchants, firms like Bent, St. Vrain
and Company often had little choice
but to deal with Chouteau. Each
summer, the Bents sold robes to the
Creole businessman, who collected
a commission for retailing them to
other merchants across the United
States. Much of the traceable financial records indicate a series of small
sales, with company bison robes and
beaver pelts entering larger markets
in dribs and drabs, a few dozen at a
time.12 Bent, St. Vrain and Company began working directly with
Chouteau’s firm in 1839. Before that
time they did business with Powell,
Lamont and Company.13

Intimate connections within St.
Louis mercantile networks facilitated
the company’s success on the Santa
Fe Trail. Kinship ties reinforced by

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/wagon_tracks/vol36/iss2/1
18
Wagon Tracks

Winter 2022 18

et al.: Wagon Tracks Volume 36, Issue 2 (January 2022)

Like the endless number of items
the partners purchased for trade,
there seemed no limit to the
miscellaneous transactions Bent, St.
Vrain and Company made through
their St. Louis associates. Most
of this business was conducted on
credit, with funds advanced to the
partners redeemable at the next
shipment of bison robes and beaver
pelts from the west. Some purchases
were extraordinarily mundane: corn
mills, bullet molds, and coils of
rope. The Bents and St. Vrain used
Chouteau as a mailing service to
send documents to Washington,
D.C. and to pay Missouri attorney’s
fees. They also lived the high life
in St. Louis. Expensive horses and
carriages whisked them through the
city, and they sometimes spent their
nights at the luxurious Planter’s
House. The Bents and St. Vrain also
utilized Chouteau to secure small
loans. In 1841, for instance, Charles
Bent drew a draft for $1,050 on
Chouteau to pay back a debt to an
associate in Santa Fe.14 Company
employees also tapped lines of
Chouteau finance. They drew on the
merchant’s stores for saddlebags,
clothing, shoes, and small cash
advances. They often took out these
funds during the summer, while their
employers repaid the creditors out of
robe sale proceeds.15
Whether involved in marketing
bison robes, buying supplies, socializing, or planning business strategy,
St. Louis merchants were crucial
to maintaining and advancing the
fortunes of Bent, St. Vrain and
Company. By forging these ties, the
partners accommodated themselves
to longstanding modes of business
without which profitability might
have been elusive. The alliances the
Bents and St. Vrain established with
the Chouteaus especially guaranteed
that people, pelts, messages, and
money flowed back and forth on
an east-west axis, firmly tying the
development of the southern plains
and New Mexico to the rest of the
United States.
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Bent associates operating on the
frontier of northern Mexico tapped
these same transcontinental networks. Euroamerican merchants
from Santa Fe, El Paso del Norte,
and Chihuahua relied on broader
connections for news, goods, and
money. Manuel Alvarez, a close ally
of Charles Bent, often did his banking in Philadelphia, and had gold on
deposit at a mint in New Orleans.
He also traveled to New York City in
person to inspect and purchase goods
from outfits like Francis B. Rhodes
and Company. Stopping to spend
time in Pennsylvania also allowed
him to purchase sturdy freight wagons from skilled craftsmen around
Pittsburgh.16

Any successful venture
in Santa Fe required an
accommodation to local
ways of doing business.
The Bents and St. Vrain solidified
transnational ties when they conducted business on behalf of friends
in New Mexico. Sometimes the
partners shipped goods from eastern markets into the borderlands, as
in 1844, when they took charge of
10,485 pounds of Manuel Alvarez’s
trade goods, “to be delivered without
delay in good order and condition at
Santa Fe, New Mexico, the dangers
of the Road and Fire only excepted.”
The partners charged Alvarez nine
cents per pound to convey the cargo.17 Charles Bent did other small
favors for his friends in New Mexico.
He sent aphrodisiacs to John Scolly,
seven volumes of French history to
Charles Beaubien, but once failed to
secure mules for Samuel Owens.18
Not everyone valued working with
Bent, however. Samuel Watrous
complained of Bent’s cloth “being
corse” and overpriced. Charles was
nonplussed, and informed Alvarez
that there were other ready merchants prepared to buy at a “fraction
Wagon Tracks

more” than what he had offered
Watrous. The whole kerfuffle “is no
injury to me as the goodes are in demand,” Bent concluded.19 American
merchants living in New Mexico also
secured Bent’s services for weightier
matters. He carried cash from Taos
to Missouri for Simeon Turley, and
brought the infamous liquor distiller
coffee on returning from the United
States. Charles also acted as an intermediary in the estate sale of a
deceased associate.20
American traders also recognized the
necessity of expanding their transcontinental network to include New
Mexican merchants. Any successful
venture in Santa Fe required an accommodation to local ways of doing
business. Fluency in Spanish, for
example, was an essential skill that
Charles Bent and Ceran St. Vrain
both mastered. While Anglos introduced New Mexicans to the markets
of New York and Missouri, Hispano
entrepreneurs reciprocated by helping their new associates navigate
the labyrinthine world of Mexican
customs houses, tariffs, and trading
licenses. The two groups sometimes
traveled together, extended credit to
one another, and married into each
other’s family networks. By providing
new contacts for American traders in
places like Durango, Zacatecas, and
Jalisco, Hispano merchants further
enmeshed their Anglo associates
in the transnational economies of
North America. The New Mexicans
became so adept at the business that
by the mid-1840s they dominated
the overland trade in many markets.21
Understanding local consumer tastes
was also crucial to the expansion
of Bent, St. Vrain and Company’s
international reach. Textiles formed
the core of many shipments west
over the Santa Fe Trail and ranged
from cheap calicos to velvet, silk,
and cashmere. Analysis of customs
records associated with the company
shows that it sought to export cargo
that aligned with Mexican buyers’
19
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demands. In 1829, 1830, and 1842,
Charles Bent paid duties on shipments of blankets, linens, flannels,
lace, and similar products.22 Trading licenses give important clues to
the geographical reach of Bent, St.
Vrain and Company’s activities. The
partners also received passports to
travel to the interior states of Mexico
in 1828, 1830, and 1831. This was
sound economic strategy, because
Chihuahua absorbed large amounts
of goods that passed through the saturated markets of Santa Fe. How far
the partners went, how much they
sold, or if they even went south at all
is unknown. But acquiring permission to travel and trade deeper into
Mexico indicates at least a desire
to move their business beyond the
northern borderlands.23
Highly-placed allies in Santa Fe
helped facilitate the company’s financial dealings in the Mexico’s far
north. Charles Bent’s path often
overlapped with Manuel Armijo’s.
Several times the governor of New
Mexico, Armijo had an undeserved
reputation as a rapacious and thoroughly corrupt bureaucrat. While he
was not above occasionally feathering his own nest, the governor was
more pragmatic than anything.24
He and the American trader circled
each other warily in the tense years
preceding the U.S.-Mexican War.
At times, the relationship was good
enough that, using Manuel Alvarez
as intermediary, Bent reached out
to Armijo for help with legal issues.
The American hoped that small gifts
might make obstacles and entanglements disappear. In the winter of
1841, for example, Bent was arrested
in Taos for assault and placed under
house arrest. When he heard that
his accuser was headed for Santa
Fe to speak to the governor, Bent
asked Alvarez to present Armijo
with a keg of gunpowder and ten
pounds of coffee. On another occasion, the trader expressed regret
that a horse he expected to present
to Armijo had died. While there is
no evidence that Armijo was in the

pocket of American handlers, Bent
obviously felt that the governor was
sympathetic enough to lend a helping hand when needed. For his part,
Armijo occasionally played a double
game, keeping authorities in Mexico
City informed on Bent’s activities
and warning that, as the trader grew
wealthier, he became a greater menace to the security of the New Mexican frontier.25
The importance of the Santa Fe
trade to the regional economy put
New Mexican officials in a difficult
situation. By the 1830s, revenues
from this business accounted for
nearly seventy percent of the territory’s operating budget and was key
to funding social programs, government salaries, and military expenses.
Despite tax exemptions from the

When it came to making
money, New Mexicans
often ignored regulations
that limited their
economic autonomy.
central government, New Mexico
found itself increasingly reliant
on international commerce.26 This
reality opened rifts in the political
world of Mexico’s northern frontier.
Across the borderlands, from Texas
to Alta California, many politicians
and businessmen gravitated toward a
federalist ideology that emphasized
local political control, free trade, and
a more accommodating position
with American expatriates. Others
espoused the centralist ideas of political control emanating from Mexico City, Roman Catholic religious
nationalism, and deep skepticism
about open borders and unregulated
international commerce. While
centralists feared that the Santa Fe
trade was drawing the borderlands
dangerously into the economic orbit
of the United States, federalists often
looked with disfavor at any policy
that threatened the viability of trans-

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/wagon_tracks/vol36/iss2/1
20
Wagon Tracks

continental business. When it came
to making money, New Mexicans
often ignored regulations that limited their economic autonomy. A gap
emerged between national law and
local practice.27
When centralist political economy
was ascendant, the Bents and St.
Vrain sometimes found themselves
on the wrong side of the law. Despite
the demand for American goods in
New Mexico, officials sometimes
sought to limit or even halt trade
with the United States. In the wake
of Texan filibustering expeditions
in 1841 and 1843, for example, the
Mexican government ordered the
closure of customs houses in Taos,
El Paso del Norte, and Presidio del
Norte. New items were added to
the list of prohibited imports, and
in September 1843 foreigners were
forbidden from engaging in retail
trade. The edicts were inconsistently
enforced.28 Smuggling was the most
direct, riskiest way to circumvent
these restrictions. The partners were
old hands in this game. Ceran St.
Vrain likely learned the craft from
his time working in the fur trade
with Ewing Young, who had a history of unpleasant run-ins with
Mexican authorities. As early as
1830, St. Vrain was commenting on
encounters with soldiers and customs
officials.29
By the early 1840s, Charles Bent had
the reputation of being a smuggler.
New Mexican authorities searched
his home for contraband in January
1841, acting on a tip from another
American living in Taos. The source
was “a damd Lyer,” Bent complained.
The following year customs officers
were ordered to keep a close eye on
the trader and warn Santa Fe if he
was up to no good. Shadow economies are hard to pin down, but in
1844 Bent as well as admitted his
culpability in this illegal enterprise.
On November 12, he wrote Manuel
Alvarez to say that the company’s
wagon train was on the Las Animas
River ready to cross, but that AlWinter 2022 20

et al.: Wagon Tracks Volume 36, Issue 2 (January 2022)

varez had “better not mention that
you have heard from the wagons for
feare that an escort might be sent
out” to meet them. Such shady business practices allowed critics of the
company to portray the partners as
unscrupulous scofflaws whose activities threatened the financial security
and political sovereignty of Mexico’s
northern frontier.30
Bent and St. Vrain called on the
power of the United States government when they felt their position
in the transcontinental economy
was threatened. The partners rarely
expressed much interest in facilitating America’s westward expansion,
preferring to focus on their own
pursuit of wealth. But when they
wrote to Washington, they clothed
their appeals in the robes of national
economic interest. Traders complained that one of the most odious obstacles they faced was paying
tariff duties twice, once on goods
imported from Europe and again
when they reached the Mexican
frontier. The taxation forced them to
raise the prices of their goods on the
Mexican market and put them at a
disadvantage when competing with
French and British businessmen.
What American merchants proposed
were drawback and debenture bills
designed to give rebates on customs
duties that would allow traders to
keep consumer prices within reasonable range for their Mexican
customers.31 Whenever American
businessmen found themselves at
a disadvantage, Consul Alvarez
tended to blame British machinations. Charles Bent, however, blamed
his own government for timidity.
Mexican authorities never harassed
British or French traders because
they knew those governments would
forcefully retaliate, Bent claimed.
“We see daily the rights of American
citizens violated most egregiously,”
the trader moaned. And Washington
failed to do anything. Without forceful action in the form of commercial
bills, American traders would lose
the battle for continental economic
Published
UNM Digital Repository, 2021
Winterby
2022

power. European merchants would
carry the day. Missouri’s economy
would collapse. But, if the government acted, trade would flourish
again, and Mexico’s Far North would
become firmly attached to the economy of the United States. In 1845,
Congress passed a Drawback Bill
that stimulated the Santa Fe trade in
the short term. However, the American conquest of New Mexico in
1846 rendered the legislation largely
meaningless.32
The U.S.-Mexican War should have
been the high-point of Bent, St.
Vrain and Company’s fortunes in
the borderlands; instead, it was the
beginning of the end. From their
earliest days on the Santa Fe Trail to
the day that Stephen Watts Kearny’s
Army of the West marched into the
city of the holy faith, Charles Bent
and Ceran St. Vrain had been accumulating influence and enemies.
Aided immeasurably by their transcontinental commercial networks,
they carved out a profitable space for
themselves in the commerce of the
prairies. But their success bred suspicion and resentment. Forces beyond
the scope of this investigation – their
involvement in the borderlands slave
trade and liquor traffic, accusations
that they aided Texan filibusters in
1841 and 1843, deep kinship connections with Native nations who
occasionally raided on the New
Mexican frontier, shady land dealings, and violent contests for political
power in Taos – only exacerbated
fears in some quarters that the company was an over-powerful menace.
Bent’s indisputable financial success
and unquestioned local connections
made him a logical choice to become
the first American governor of New
Mexico in 1846. However, pent-up
anger about his appointment exploded on January 19, 1847 in Taos,
resulting in his death. Bent, St. Vrain
and Company quickly collapsed
in the wake of this violence. In the
coming years, as the Native peoples
of the southern plains witnessed
unprecedented waves of emigration,
Wagon Tracks

epidemic disease, and environmental
degradation, war and chaos undid
much of what the Bents and Ceran
St. Vrain had spent years building.
The abandonment of Bent’s Fort in
1849 marked the end of one era and
the beginning of another.33
Trade on the Santa Fe Trail linked
Bent, St. Vrain and Company’s fortunes to institutions, peoples, and
forces far beyond the Arkansas River
Valley. From the Atlantic seaboard to
New Mexico and beyond, the partners’ ventures tied the development
of the southern plains and northern
Mexico to that of Missouri and the
rest of the nation. The partners needed aid managing the costs and risks
of transcontinental commerce, so
they relied on help from allies with
capital and knowledge of national
and international markets and infrastructures. These ties benefitted the
company and its allies in Missouri
and New Mexico, but also emerged
as a profound threat to merchants
and politicians who feared that commerce with the United States would
rip the northern frontier away from
Mexico. In the end, the very success
of Bent, St. Vrain and Company
in navigating this transcontinental
economy helped lay the foundations
for its demise. 
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Santa Fe Trail Bicentennial Covered by Media in 2021
This is a partial list of media coverage. Many newspapers carried event announcements and related stories.
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Print Media

•
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Colfax), series of articles

•
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
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•
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•

Grass and Grain, various columns

•

Group Tour Heritage & History

•

Kansas City Star, September 10, 2021

•

Kansas Country Living, September 2021

•

Kansas History, Spring 2021
KANSAS! November 2021

•

Missouri Life, October 15, 2020

Oklahoma Today, March/April 2021

•

Round-Up, Western Writers of America’s journal,
April 2021

•

Symphony in the Flint Hills Field Journal

•

The Santa Fe New Mexican, November 15, 2021
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Wild West, October 2021
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Around Kansas, syndicated TV show, digital on
YouTube and Facebook
Colorado Public Radio, various
Group Tour, online blog

Kansas Public Radio, “Commemorating 200 Years
of the Santa Fe Trail,” monthly installments
KLWN 1320 & 101.7 FM, interviews

Outside the Lines—Destination Marketing, online
blog

PBS and live screenings, “The Road to Santa Fe,”
documentary by Prairie Hollow Productions

TruckersRadioUSA.com, “Tales of the Trail,” weekly
podcast
True West blog, May 2021

WIBW Television, Topeka
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Going South to Mexico, 1825-1846:
The Santa Fe Trade Merchants and Their Merchandise
By Dr. Susan Calafate Boyle
Presented at the 2021 Symposium in
La Junta, Colorado

This study identifies the Mexican
destinations, the merchandise, and
the merchants whose names appear
in official documents between 1825
and 1846. It examines the composition of the loads, their value,
and the trends through time.1 It is
based primarily on the analysis of
aggregate data (1143 documents),
acquired by combining information
at the individual level. Such analysis
allows comparison of information,
identification of trends, and illumination of the activities of the many
who participated in the trade.
The extensive literature on the Trail
has mostly centered on the adventures of foreign traders traveling
between Missouri and Santa Fe.2
However, this is only part of the
story because, shortly after 1821,
New Mexico became merely a stopping point on the way to Mexican
communities where goods could
be sold quickly at more favorable
prices. These commercial operations
were part of the Santa Fe trade, an
evolving and complex network of
international commercial relations
that eventually entailed the acquisition and transportation of European manufactures from such places
as Liverpool (England) and Hamburg (Germany) across the Atlantic Ocean, and their distribution
among commission merchants in
New York and other Eastern cities,
including New Orleans. This merchandise had to be shipped in wagons or by steamboat to cities like St.
Louis, Westport, and Independence.
Both European and American effects were hauled across the plains
of Missouri and Kansas for sale in
New Mexico and other Mexican
provinces, including California. The

data examined for this project reveal
the growth in the size of the shipments and need for credit. Operations became quite risky and thousands of dollars per trader came to
be at stake. Merchant caravans were
impacted by robberies, inclement
weather, accidents, and Indian attacks. Severe losses were common.
Steamboats sank and merchants
were forced to sell merchandise at
lower prices than expected.
Such vicissitudes characterized
mercantile operations throughout
the 1825-1846 period and beyond.
Yet the expectation of handsome
profits attracted many who took
unique risks in venturing into
Mexico. One such individual was
William Becknell, who in 1821 successfully sold merchandise brought
from Missouri.3 Others, like John
McKnight, Thomas James, and
Hugh Glenn, arrived soon after,
hoping to make quick and substantial profits.4 By 1824 Missouri
newspapers began to note that the
Santa Fe market was saturated and
that traders had to sell goods locally
at a loss since they could not exchange them in time to return east
before the winter.5 After the early
1820s most of the merchandise
was sold in Mexico while Santa Fe
became a mere point of entry given
New Mexico’s limited population
and cash.6
It is hard to reconstruct the evolution of the trade because Santa
Fe Trade merchants left limited
written information on their commercial activities. Even in the 18501860s, reputable businesses, such
as that of Josiah Webb and John
Kingsbury, did not generate profit
statements and balance sheets.7 No
documentation survives indicating
the prices at which the merchandise
was sold either in New Mexico
or in other Mexican provinces, so
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profits made after paying the credit
that facilitated the acquisition of
the goods cannot be determined.
The only records that allow for an
analysis of the trade with Mexico
after 1824 are the Mexican Archives of New Mexico (MANM).
Hardly- literate scribes wrote these
Spanish documents. Abbreviations
were not standardized, and misspelled words, such as the names
of the merchants, were common.
Creases, water stains, missing pages,
and torn edges are other factors that
contribute to the difficulty of analyzing them. Conflicting information is not unusual. Although documents are missing, they are the best
source to identify Santa Fe merchants, their merchandise, and their
destinations. They are particularly
valuable because soon after gaining
political independence from Spain
in 1821, the Mexican government
began to regulate foreign trade
and enacted legislation requiring
documents that recorded the types,
quantities, and prices of goods to
be sold in Mexican provinces, and
their owners—the aggregate data
on which this study is based.
In the 1820s merchants did not
travel far. Sonora, Chihuahua, and
El Paso were the only destinations
identified (Table 1). The following decades, however, witnessed a
steady increase from three in the
1820s, to 23 in the 1840s with
Chihuahua, Sonora, and Durango
receiving almost 75 percent of shipments and Chihuahua being the
most popular.8
These trips were strenuous. Roads
were in poor condition. Mountainous terrain and deserts, like the médanos de Salamayuca in Chihuahua
and the bolsón de Mapimí in Durango, were formidable obstacles.10
Water was scarce and so were
forage and firewood. Safety was a
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major concern. Traders traveled in
caravans to be better able to fend
off outlaws and the unassimilated
native populations (Indios bárbaros).
They carried machetes and/or rifles,
pistols, and sometimes small cannon to defend themselves. Attacks
on caravans dramatically increased
in the 1830s and 1840s, when
Northern Mexico became an area
of intense competition and conflict
between Mexicans, Indians, and
Europeans.11
Progress was slow. Mules had to be
loaded and unloaded, making sure
that the weight was well-distributed, horses had to be saddled and
unsaddled, injured animals had to
be taken care off and replaced, if
necessary, and adequate camping
and provisions had to be secured. In
crossing rivers like the Rio Grande,
a vehicle often had to be dismantled, floated across the stream piece
by piece, and then reassembled on
the opposite shore.12

Travel entailed major hazards. Lack
of water was a constant preoccupation. Hot southwestern winds and
blazing sun burned the skin and
cracked lips. Glare of the sun made
dark glasses welcome. Others resorted to leather goggles with a slit
for the eyes. Serious diseases also
affected packers and merchants.
Malaria, typhoid fever, dysentery,
smallpox, measles, cholera, and
scurvy were among the most prevalent. Insects were another nuisance
that beset travelers along the trail.
Mosquitos, chiggers, ticks, gnats,
lice, and horse flies were a constant
nuisance that slowed down trips
and debilitated traders and their
stock.13 Rattlesnakes, scorpions, and
other desert critters were additional
concerns.
Distances were vast. Santa Fe is
approximately 349 miles from El
Paso, 580 miles from Chihuahua, 648 from Sonora, 922 from
Durango, 1,047 from Zacatecas,

2,284 from Mexico City, 1,165
from San Juan de los Lagos, and
2,397 from Puebla. Caravans were
seldom able to make much more
than fifteen to twenty miles a day.
Even experienced traders like Josiah Gregg took forty days to reach
Chihuahua.14 More than six weeks
were needed to reach Sonora, close
to nine to reach Durango, ten to
Zacatecas, and Puebla was almost
14 weeks away from Santa Fe.
Merchants avoided the winter rainy
season. A high proportion of the
caravans left Santa Fe in August.
September was the second most
popular month for departures. October and November were distant
third and fourth. Daily progress was
usually limited to seven to eight
hours of travel, but weather played a
role. For example, with dry roads it
took 16 days to do the 390 kilometers that separated Veracruz from
Mexico City; during the rainy season time increased to 30 days.15
Despite all the hardships, 439 different owners of merchandise went
south, drawn to communities with
cash and larger populations than
New Mexico. In 1823 El Paso had
8,543 inhabitants, in 1833 Chihuahua had 17,906, Durango 15,000
to 20,000, Allende 12,367, Parral
9,609, Gimenez 8,597, and the
entire Chihuahua province reached
144,176.16 They were either mining centers or situated near mines
where the need for merchandise
was high and where cash was available.
In 1807 Pike reported fifteen silver
mines in the vicinity of Chihuahua;
two decades later Chihuahua supported thirty smelters and a mint
that stamped out more than half a
million dollars worth of coins. In
1820 the mines at Santa Bárbara,
located near Hidalgo del Parral,
boasted seven hundred arrastras
(circular pits for crushing ore).17
By the mid-1820s silver mines
were booming at Guanajuato and
elsewhere, as the industry had re-
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covered from the impact of the wars
for independence. An 1839 New
York Times article described Chihuahua as being in the vicinity of
mines that produced between two
and three million dollars in gold
and silver annually and employed
60,000 people. 18
Merchants eventually became aware
of the increased opportunities that
regional fairs offered. The one held
at San Juan de los Lagos attracted
close to 120 Santa Fe traders in the
1840s. Savvy merchants, like Prussian Albert Speyer and James Josiah
Webb, reaped significant profits at
the fair.19 One attraction was that
all the products exchanged were
free of duties. However, the real
economic importance resided in the
large amount and variety of goods
that were exchanged. In attendance
were the richest merchants of Mexico City, foreign merchants, farmers,
miners, Indians from a variety of
communities, cattlemen, and traveling salesmen intent in obtaining
supplies that they would later sell
in communities and establishments
along the roads. The fair integrated
the local and regional products with
imports from Europe, Asia, and the
United States and served a substantial portion of Northern Mexico.20
Participants needed different merchandise, and Santa Fe Trade merchants were able and quite willing
to supply them with three types of
goods: sheep, local manufactures,
and foreign products.
SHEEP in New Mexico were
mostly churro – small, meagerfleeced, and lightly built. They were
not good producers of wool, but
were noted for their tasty meat,
highly prized by Mexican miners
who consumed large quantities.21
Churro sheep adapted well to the
semiarid pastures of the Southwest.
They were hardy and could survive
for days without access to water.
Occasional droughts and blizzards
had relatively little effect on these
herds. They were great travelers on
hoof and herded well.

Between 1821 and 1846 New Mexicans controlled the sheep industry,
sending south 428,244 animals.22
However, only a few families benefitted from this trade. Sheep ownership was heavily concentrated. Seventy-five out of the 92 shipments
came from eleven families: Armijo,
Baca, Chávez, Gutiérrez, Montoya,
Ortiz, Otero, Perea, Pino, Sandoval,
and Yrisarri. The Oteros led with 14
trips and 75,242 sheep, an average
of 5,374 per shipment. The Chávez
family took the largest number of
animals, 108,700 in 12 trips for an
average of 9,058.23
Success in sheep raising was due
to the partido system, a pastoral
institution, which brought about an
increase in flock numbers and offered an economic opportunity for
those who did not have any assets.
In New Mexico the sheep owner
turned over a certain number of
ewes to the partidario, who was responsible for the herd and committed to deliver an agreed-upon number of lambs each year. The length
of the contract varied and with time
it included clauses regarding disease, natural causes like lightning,
and Indian raids. 24
However, raising sheep entailed
risk and the partidarios often became heavily indebted. The partido
system offered owners some protection from Indian raids, disease,
and drought, but delivery costs
were high. Herders had to be paid
and animals often died because of
epidemics, poisonous weeds, and
bad water. Often drovers had to
pay to obtain permission to cross
haciendas en route. Partidarios had
no such insurance; accidental losses
meant they still were responsible for
the failure to meet the agreed upon
annual herd increase.25 Some took
drastic measures, such as stealing
from owners’ herds, under the guise
of being the target of Apache or
Navajo raids.26 Yet, proceeds from
sheep sales were substantial and
provided cash for hispano merchants.
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Throughout this period the declared
price of each animal remained constant at 50 cents a head. Information from Escudero and Barreiro
confirms this price. However, Barreiro also indicates that New Mexicans had contracts with Durango
merchants for the delivery of sheep
at $1.25 each. As Baxter notes,
“Without the commercial credits
resulting from the long drives south,
it would have been difficult for New
Mexico’s economy to function at
all.”27
Another type of merchandise that
went to Mexico was LOCAL
MANUFACTURES. They were
significant for the New Mexican
economy because their production
offered employment to weavers,
knitters, tanners, and other craftsmen. The local manufactures most
often shipped to Mexico were
shawls with designs, which constituted 22 percent of all shipments.
Buffalo hides (17.3 percent) were
next, followed by blankets (14 percent), colchas (13 percent), socks (10
percent), jerga (5 percent), chamois
(5 percent), and elk hides (ca. 5 percent). Other items included wool,
mantas, sayal, mattresses, bear skins,
bison hides, woolen gloves, beaver skins, candy made from black
sugar and pumpkin seeds, prairie
dog skins, piñon nuts, and Indian
saddle blankets. Some of the furs,
as well as horses and ponies, likely
came from ciboleros (bison hunters)
or comancheros and were acquired in
transactions with Plain Indians.28
Bison hides, textiles, and furs were
“the rich mines of the kingdom” and
according to some sources generated more revenues for the province
than the sheep trade.29 Even the
middle and lower classes benefited
from the sale of domestic manufactures in Mexico’s interior markets.30
The overall declared value of domestic manufactures shipped to
Mexico was not high ($78,367);
highly priced shipments were uncommon. The most expensive load,
assessed at $2,423, belonged to
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Francisco Baca who in 1840 carried
2,700 common blankets, 70 buffalo
hides, three bushels of piñon nuts,
two colchas, and two bear hides to
Chihuahua, Durango, and San Juan
de los Lagos.31 Participation in this
trade continued throughout this period because it was a key economic
activity for a province where opportunities were few and where cash
was scarce. These goods were also
exempt from paying taxes levied
upon entering different Mexican
provinces.32
FOREIGN MANUFACTURES
were the third type of merchandise
hauled into Mexico. Over one thousand different products are listed in
394 guías, including more than 160
different types of fabrics.33 Textiles
constituted 68.7 percent of all loads,
ranging from a low of 29 percent
in 1833 to 71.67 percent in 1844.
Household goods, another important
component of shipments, averaged
23.22 percent and ranged between
11.57 percent in 1830 to 45.33
percent in 1833. The average for
personal items, such as combs, shoes,
etc., was slightly higher at 23.40
percent, ranging from 7.67 percent
in 1844 to 40.6 percent in 1829.34
Shifts in load composition are more
dramatic when examining surviving
manifests for 1839 and 1840, years
for which no itemized guías survive.
Five 1839 manifests show an average of 75.8 percent for fabrics, 18.12
percent for household goods and 6.2
percent for personal items. For 1840
the data reveal a similar trend with
the percentage of fabrics rising to
81.1 percent; the value for household
goods dropping to 12.44 percent and
for personal items even lower at 4.0
percent.35
Changes were a response to evolving consumers’ needs. Merchants
had to anticipate demand so that
merchandise could be sold quickly
at the right price. For example,
Manuel Álvarez, a Spaniard who
sporadically acted as American
consul in New Mexico, was a major wholesaler, retailer, and comPublished
UNM Digital Repository, 2021
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mission merchant. He employed
Damaso and Francisco Robledo to
send regular updates on the types
of goods that would be easy to sell.
For example, in November 1846,
drinking glasses and metallic beads
of various colors were in demand.36
The Webb-Kingsbury correspondence also reveals a constant preoccupation to meet the demands of
their customers. For example, in
September 1858 Kingsbury asked
Webb to ship silk capes and more
sunbonnets which “are eventually to
take the place of the rebozo.”37
The cost of producing foreign
merchandise experienced a steady
decline during this period. Manufacturing in the United States went
from an insignificant element in
the economy to a network of factories and mills engaged in large
consignments and continuous mass
production. Improvements in transportation reduced the time and the
cost of hauling products. Travel
time from Liverpool to New York
dropped by half, and from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh it declined from
more than 4 days to 13 hours.38
Unfortunately, Mexican government
regulations established official prices
for almost every conceivable item
brought into the territory, but the
figures reflect neither their actual
and/or asking value nor the fact that
improvements in transportation and
more efficient manufacturing led to
dramatic decreases in the prices of
merchandise, making it impossible to
accurately compute their value.39
However, enough information survives to tentatively compare foreign
and hispano shipments. Hispanos
owned only 105 out of 394 shipments and were the majority of
those going to Mexico in only one
year (1844). They controlled 38.8
percent of the value of all shipments but only in 1844 did the
value of their merchandise exceed
that of the foreigners ($172,971.76
compared to $63,370.39). Even if
domestic manufactures are included
in the calculations, the overall value
Wagon Tracks

still favors foreigners ($356,461.09
vs. $294,677.60). Only after including sheep in the calculations
do hispanos gain the upper hand
($516,299.40 vs. $374,911.09). This
analysis shows that hispanos did
not dominate the trade except for
one year—1844. Ignacio del Río’s
investigation supports this finding —foreigners had an almost
complete monopoly on foreign
merchandise at least through the
late 1830s.40
Differences in value between foreign and domestic effects were
quite dramatic. The average of
domestic merchandise shipments
was $178.11 while that of foreign
merchandise was $1,453.73. Foreign merchandise shipments in
1826 averaged $716.78; they increased slightly in 1827 at $800.37
and declined the following year
to $732.58. After almost a decade
gap when no prices were recorded,
the average increased steadily to
$1,249.77 for 1838; $2,436.14 for
1839, and $3,464.04 for 1840. In
1843 it declined to $1,705.62 but
rose dramatically the following year
to a high of $7,878.07. In 1845
there was a decline to $3,784.82,
but values rose again the following
year to $6,485.47.
Nearly 440 men traded in northern
Mexico. Out of 159 foreign merchants, 125 (78.6 percent) made
only one trip, which reveals a high
turnover ratio. Few foreigners appear to have traded consistently
over a period of years. Fifteen went
to Mexico at least twice; six went
three times. Only Charles Ames,
Paul Anderson, George East, Josiah
Gregg, Henri Masure, Antoine Robidoux, Patricio Ryder, John Scolly,
Albert Speyer, Hugh Stephenson,
Philip Thompson, David Waldo,
and John White, traveled south four
times or more. Some like George
East had long careers. East received
his first guía in 1837 and continued
to trade south through 1843, making 11 trips in all. Josiah Gregg,
by himself or in partnership with
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James Sutton, was another frequent
traveler with eight trips to his name.
Patricio Ryder also worked the
trade for over a decade beginning in
1828 and ending in 1839.
One hundred eighty three (65.4
percent) out of 280 hispano merchants made just one trip. Few were
active before 1830, yet beginning
in the following decade they traded
steadily. Forty-two merchants
made at least two trips, three received guías 15 times and four went
to Mexico more than ten times.
Wealthy hispano merchants were
the most frequent travelers. Manuel,
Ambrosio, Julián and Cristóbal
Armijo, Francisco Tomás Baca, José
and Mariano Chávez, Antonio José
and Juan Otero, José Perea, Antonio
Sandoval, and Mariano and Pablo
Yrisarri combined for over 100
trips. Beginning in the mid-1830s
and continuing through 1846,
hispanos shipped mostly domestic
manufactures, but by the late 1830s
they shifted their focus to foreign
merchandise.
Throughout the period great instability characterized the political situation in Mexico. Trade laws, import
duties, and lists of forbidden merchandise varied as the various administrations struggled to achieve a
balance between protecting domestic
industries, particularly textiles, and
obtaining needed revenues by taxing
goods coming from abroad.
High risk and uncertainty characterized a system that evolved from
shipments worth less than a thousand dollars to shipments worth
ten times as much.41 As the cargoes
became larger, the risks increased
and paying back what was borrowed
turned out to be more challenging.
Merchants became increasingly
indebted to commission merchants,
bankers, or others who offered credit and arranged for the shipment of
goods from abroad.
Due to lack of currency in New
Mexico, merchants had to accept

promissory notes (any written notice to pay) and bills of exchange
(directions in writing to another to
pay a sum for the writer to yet another person at a specified date) as
payments. These documents allowed
for the collection, purchase, shipment, and distribution of merchandise without using currency. For
example, Antoine Robidoux might
sell $1,000 worth of effects to Manuel Alvarez, accepting in payment a
bill of exchange due in six months.
Rather than wait six months to
cash the bill of exchange, Robidoux would purchase $1,000 worth
of goods from Peter Harmony &
Nephews and pay for it with Alvarez’s note, which Harmony could
collect at the time of maturity.42
However, these promissory notes
or bills of exchange often were not
honored causing major complications. There is a complete lack
of information on the profits of
any Santa Fe trade business. For
example, John Kingsbury, Josiah
Webb’s partner who operated out of
Santa Fe between 1853 and 1861,
prepared no profit statements and
balance sheets. Accounts of exorbitant profits are common, but little
evidence exists to confirm the data
and should be evaluated carefully.
David Waldo’s case is a good illustration. He reported that in 1846 the
cost of goods transported over the
trail was $937,500; the cost of insurance and wages was $414,750, for a
total profit of $400,000.43 However,
this account provides no information
on how much the merchandise was
sold for and ignores the fact that the
owners would have to pay back or
finance the original cost of the merchandise, almost one million dollars,
and at least the cost of insurance to
the Missouri River departing ports.
The data examined suggest that
the overly optimistic picture that is
often presented about the windfall
associated with the Santa Fe trade
should be reexamined. As the trade
grew in size and complexity, com-
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mercial activities became riskier.
Eugene Leitensdorf went bankrupt
in 1848 and other Jewish merchants, like the Goldstein Brothers
and Abraham M. Abraham, had
serious financial problems.44 Fears
of default and the hazards associated with the transportation and
sale of large quantities of merchandise were ever-present. Even leading commission merchants, like the
Glasgow Brothers and Peter Harmony & Nephews, who operated
out of New York, would eventually
face serious economic decline.45
To conclude, the analysis of 1,143
documents indicates that hispano
merchants did not fully participate
in large-scale trading until the
1830s when they herded large numbers of sheep and domestic manufactures to the Northern Mexican
provinces. However, by 1840 they
appear to have gained enough credit
to be able to make large purchases
directly and begin to challenge the
dominance of the foreign traders.
By this time, selling foreign merchandise was no longer an activity
that yielded a quick return on a
small investment. The nature of the
Santa Fe trade had evolved into
a highly capitalized and complex
business. Operations had become
increasingly dependent on financial
interests in St. Louis, Philadelphia, Boston, and New York. In
New Mexico competition between
foreign and hispano merchants increased. Kingsbury warned Webb in
1858 that “The Mexicans are now
selling good sugar at 20 cents on 6
months. We cannot compete with
them on groceries.”46 
Susan C. Boyle is a native of Argentina. She taught at the University of
Missouri-Columbia, Westminster College, and Colorado State University.
She was a planner, cultural resources
specialist, and historian for the National Park Service for 25 years. A
Fulbright Scholar, she worked for
UNESCO World Heritage Sites as
a cultural landscape specialist and a
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planner in multi-country projects in
Latin America. She received a contract in 1989 to study hispanos and
the Santa Fe Trail and became hooked
on the topic. She thanks the Office of
the New Mexico State Historian for
supporting research on New Mexican
sources.
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SFT Bicentennial Commemorative Events Held Throughout 2021
by Joanne VanCoevern
SFTA Manager
In 2007, then-SFTA President
Joanne VanCoevern, then-SFTA
Vice-President John Atkinson, and
then-SFTA Manager Harry Myers
began discussions about the Santa
Fe Trail 200th anniversary. Harry
Myers, who had led the efforts of
the 175th anniversary planning in
1997, reminded us of the amount of
work it would take to plan for the
200th year in 2021, and the important task of trying to ensure that
SFTA would be a viable organization in the year 2021 to participate
in that anniversary.
So our earliest discussions and efforts focused on ensuring that the
SFTA organization would be here
in 2021 by conducting various focus groups in primary areas of the
SFTA organization. With the help
of the National Trails Office-Santa
Fe, these became known as “2021
Task Force” group meetings and
were held between 2009 – 2016.
They included participants from
committees, chapters, and various experts in specific areas which
included education, website, social
media, mapping, marking, marketing, outreach, publications, publicity, budget, research, signage, and
preservation.
In 2016, SFTA held the first of
many meetings to develop a plan
for how best to acknowledge the
200th anniversary of the opening of
the Santa Fe Trail. The culmination
of all that planning resulted in 2021
being a banner year for the Santa Fe
National Historic Trail. Even with
the obstacles of Covid-19 to deal
with and overcome, the Santa Fe
Trail Association was able to continue with our meetings, programs,
and events throughout the year.
During 2021, activities of the Santa
Fe Trail Association included a
Published
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workshop with the National Trails
Office participating, two board of
directors meetings, our biennial
Symposium, hosted by the Bent’s
Fort Chapter and held at Otero
Community College, La Junta,
Colorado, and Bent’s Old Fort
National Historic Site, September
22-26, 2021, with the theme: “The
Santa Fe Trail Lives On: 200 Years
of Commerce & Cultural Connections.”
SFTA committee work throughout
2021 included:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•

continuation of signage plans
exploring the use of ArcGIS
for mapping/story maps activities
work in the SFTA archives
presentation of SFTA Awards
and Hall of Fame Inductions;
efforts to increase membership
continued education efforts,
including the management of
the Jr. Wagon Master program,
which included a reprint of
booklets
preservation work that included
assisting the Dodge City
Chapter concerning a highway
expansion that has an impact
on the Caches, Point of RocksFord County, Kansas, and the
Boot Hill Rut Site
monitoring/planning a budget
for 2021/2022
assisting with planning the
2021 Symposium
administering the GeoTour of
the SFNHT
developing a slate of officers/
board members for elections
which were held in September
discussing/planning personnel
issues concerning salaries, the
need to redefine job descriptions/contracts, and a hiring
process.
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The Publications Committee maintained an active website, as well
as created a special 200th website,
added a special 200th Facebook
page, maintained an active social
media presence, and published a
weekly e-blast as well as four issues of our scholarly journal, Wagon
Tracks, and a special bicentennial
edition of Wagon Tracks. The Publicity Committee worked with a
wide variety of media sources to
increase awareness of the historic
Santa Fe Trail as well as activities
for the 200th commemoration,
including articles, interviews, and
assistance with quotes, photos, images, and maps.
SFTA members assisted the National Trails staff with planning
wayside exhibits, by collecting information about existing exhibits
along the Trail for the Survey 123
App, and planning for updated
information about the High Potential Sites and Segments. SFTA
members also assisted National
Trails interns with planning for the
American Solar Challenge and the
Santa Fe Trail 200th.
A highlight of 2021 was the
completion and debut of the Santa
Fe Trail 200th Traveling Timeline
Exhibit. With a grant from the
National Park Foundation received
in 2019 to start the process of creating the digital files, the project
was completed in 2021. The 200th
Timeline measures 8 feet tall and
20 feet long and features over
150 significant places, people, and
events, with illustrations and brief
commentary for each, relevant to
the Santa Fe Trail. It begins with
the arrival of Spanish colonists in
New Mexico in 1598 and highlights specific events throughout
the historic time-period of usage of
the Santa Fe Trail. It also traces the
recognition of the old trail into the
21st century, with a focus given to
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the inception of the Santa Fe Trail
Association in 1986 and the establishment of the Santa Fe National
Historic Trail as part of the National
Trails System in 1987. The debut of
the 200th Timeline was at the Fort
Osage National Historic Landmark
as part of the 200th Commemoration held September 1-6, 2021.
Additional displays have been at
Fort Wallace, Kansas, and Council
Grove, Kansas, at Symposium 2021
in La Junta, Colorado, and Elkhart,
Kansas. The display will continue
to move to museums, libraries, and
events throughout the next few years.
PARTNERING for the Santa Fe
Trail 200th allowed SFTA to successfully reach a much broader audience with the message about the historical legacy of the Santa Fe Trail.
During 2021, the Santa Fe Trail Association partnered and/or assisted
with several major events that took
place along the Santa Fe National
Historic Trail. They included:
"A TASTE OF HISTORY:" Correspondence with Chef Walter Staib
and the PBS historical cooking show
began in 2017. The first segment of
“A Taste of History from the Santa
Fe Trail” was filmed in November
2019 and broadcast in July 2020. It
featured Mahaffie Stagecoach Stop
and Farm, Olathe, Kansas, and Trail
Days Café, Council Grove, Kansas.
A second segment was filmed in
August/September of 2021. Footage was filmed at the “Military on
the Santa Fe Trail” event in Council
Grove, Kansas, at Fort Larned National Historic Site, and at Bent’s
Old Fort National Historic Site. This
segment will air in July 2022. All
episodes are available on Amazon
Prime, or available for purchase on
DVDs.
SYMPHONY IN THE FLINT
HILLS: Over 7,000 concert-goers
were exposed to speakers and articles
about the Santa Fe Trail during the
Symphony in the Flint Hills concert,
held June 11, 2021, near Council

Grove, Kansas. Several Santa Fe
Trail Association members provided
articles for the Field Journal, a book
published/sold in conjunction with
each Symphony in the Flint Hills.
Members also provided speakers for
the educational tents on the day of
the concert. In addition, the Santa Fe
Trail received a significant amount of
exposure through media efforts leading up to and following the concert.
BIKE ACROSS KANSAS: SFTA
provided information, resources, and
contacts for the planning of the 2021
Bike Across Kansas on the Santa Fe
Trail. When Covid-19 altered those
plans, we provided recommendations for a smaller, three-day event
that included stops at Pawnee Rock,
Fort Larned, and the Santa Fe Trail
Center.
WESTERN WRITERS OF
AMERICA: The Santa Fe Trail
Association provided an outreach
information table at their conference,
as well as a panel presentation on the
Santa Fe Trail. Panelists included
Dr. Michael Olsen, Christine St.
Vrain-Fischahs, and Joanne VanCoevern, and was moderated by Deb
Goodrich.
NATIONAL COWBOY &
WESTERN HERITAGE MUSEUM: SFTA worked to build a mutually beneficial relationship with this
museum and a coalition of partners
in Oklahoma. In addition, we offered
assistance and advice for an exhibit
that opened on November 20, 2021,
consisting of classic artworks and
artifacts of the Santa Fe Trail.
WESTERN CATTLE TRAIL ASSOCIATION: The SFTA supported
an event held at Dodge City, Kansas,
that was co-sponsored by the Dodge
City Chapter of SFTA. These two
trails, the Western Cattle Trail and
the Santa Fe Trail, bisect at Dodge
City, Kansas.
DAUGHTERS OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION: For 2021,
the Santa Fe Trail Association cre-
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ated a DAR task force with representatives from the five trail states
to assist DAR chapters with programming and information about
the historic Santa Fe Trail. Many
DAR chapters have had special programs, re-dedications of Santa Fe
Trail monuments, and wreath-laying
ceremonies in all five states of the
Santa Fe Trail. In addition, requests
by DAR chapters for information,
handouts, historic images, maps,
placemats, geo-tour information,
etc., have been filled. Additional
information has been requested
from international chapters as well,
including chapters from France,
Germany, and Argentina. A few of
the special ceremonies included:
DAR wreath laying ceremony and
rededication, Fort Dodge, Kansas;
DAR wreath laying ceremony, New
Franklin, Missouri; DAR wreath laying ceremony, Boggsville, Colorado;
a special program at the Kit Carson
DAR Memorial, Trinidad, Colorado;
rededication of the Oklahoma DAR
marker near Camp Nichols; movement and rededication of a DAR
marker to the Rock Creek Crossing
Trail area; and a new marker placed
for the SFT 200th at the Point of
Rocks site, New Mexico.
MICHAEL MARTIN MURPHEY, as the Honorary Chair of the
Santa Fe Trail 200th, made a special
effort to include concert venues
along the Trail, including concerts
in Council Grove and Ft. Wallace in
Kansas and in La Junta, Colorado.
During his concerts he played special
music related to the Trail, and provided information about the Trail,
as well as the 200th. In addition, he
provided voice-overs for the “Tales
of the Trail” podcasts with Deb Goodrich, available on Truckers Radio
USA and on the Santa Fe Trail
200th website.
TRUCKERS RADIO USA was
the media sponsor for the Santa Fe
Trail 200th, providing services to
record the podcast, plus airtime for
the “Tales of the Trail” podcasts with
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Deb Goodrich. These podcasts were
aired several times each week to a
large audience and are also hosted
on their website at www.truckersradiousa.com.
“MINGO MADNESS,” A GEOCACHING EVENT, was held
in Colby, Kansas, on May 8, 2021.
This event celebrated the 20th anniversary of the creation of the
geocaching hobby and the oldest
active geocache in the world which
is located near Colby, Kansas. That
cache, “MINGO” was published on
May 11, 2000, just eight days after
the Original Stash of geocaching
was activated. The Santa Fe Trail Association set up an outreach booth
and provided information about the
historic Santa Fe Trail, as well as our
GeoTour on the Santa Fe National
Historic Trail, to over 4,000 attendees.
The AMERICAN SOLAR CHALLENGE was held along the route
of the historic Santa Fe Trail August
2-7, 2021. The Santa Fe Trail Association supported the event by offering information about the Santa Fe
Trail at several of their stops, including Independence, Council Grove,
McPherson, Dodge City, Kansas,
and Bent’s Old Fort, Colorado.
Several other partner events relating to the Santa Fe Trail 200th that
SFTA assisted with and/or provided
input, or promotion for included:
• Fort Wallace Museum, Kansas – Annual Symposium: “Taking
the Smoky Hill Trail to Santa Fe!”

• Santa Fe Trail Mountain
Man Rendezvous on the Santa Fe
Trail, Raton, New Mexico.

• American Legion Parade,
Sterling, Kansas, with the theme
“200 Years on the Santa Fe Trail!”

• Rice County, Kansas, 4-H
Fair; Santa Fe Trail Theme.

• “Story Walk in the Park”
Book: Lewis and Papa: Adventure
on the Santa Fe Trail by Barbara
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Joosse (pages of a story were posted
through the park; participants read
the story as they followed the “Story
Walk”) hosted by the Moundridge
(Kansas) Public Library.

• Moundridge Public Library Adult Book Club - Land of
Enchantment: Memoirs of Marian
Russell Along the Santa Fe Trail.
Moundridge Public Library Junior
Book Club - All the Stars in the Sky.

• Taos County Historical
Society program: "Marie Felicite St.
Vrain - Shedding Light on the Santa
Fe Trail’s 1839 Mysterious Female
Traveler” presented by Christine St.
Vrain-Fischahs.

• Les Vilda presented a program at South Howard County Museum, Franklin, Missouri, about his
trip down the Santa Fe Trail with his
pack-donkey in 1984, and his wagon
trip in 1987.

• A bus tour followed Becknell’s Route from Arrow Rock to
Fort Osage and beyond, guided by
Craig Crease and Ross Marshall. The
tour was sponsored by KCAHTA
and Trails Head Chapter of OCTA.

• Michael Martin Murphey,
in concert at the Fort Wallace Museum, as part of the “Taking the
Smoky Hill Trail to Santa Fe” Fort
Wallace Museum educational encampment and mini-symposium.
Presenters included Dr. Michael Olsen, “Otero, Sellars and Company;"
Frank Norris, “Changing Geography
of the Santa Fe Trail;” D. K. Clark,
“Jack Stilwell: Drover and Scout;"
and Marla Matkin, “Women Along
the Santa Fe Trail.”

• Raytown’s "Festival on the
Trails” included community events
to commemorate the Santa Fe Trail
200th in Raytown, Missouri.

• City of Burlingame, Kansas,
Santa Fe Trail Day, with presenter
Larry Short.

• The Trailside Center in
Kansas City, Missouri, celebrated the
Bicentennial of the Santa Fe Trail
Wagon Tracks

with an open house/festival with displays of trail-worthy items, speakers,
and music. The Trailside Center is
adjacent to one of the trails leading
to Santa Fe.

• Classical piano concert
honoring the Santa Fe Trail 200th
at the Council Grove High School,
presented by Dr. Slawomir Dobrzanski, Professor of Music, Kansas State
University. The concert featured
renditions of “Home on the Range,”
Native American music, and classical
music composed prior to 1868.

CHAPTERS OF THE SANTA
FE TRAIL ASSOCIATION, often
with community partners, planned
and held many 200th commemorative events.
MISSOURI RIVER
OUTFITTERS
To acknowledge the departure of
William Becknell and companions
on September 1, 1821, MRO hosted
a program at the site of the SFTA
markers at Franklin. Day-long activities held at Arrow Rock, Missouri,
included a tour of the Arrow Rock
Ferry Landing site, first-person portrayals of Becknell’s trading party,
historical speakers with presentations
on the interaction of the Trail with
Native Americans, the Osage Trace,
the Boonslick Road, the Ferry Landing, and William Becknell. This was
a joint commemoration with Arrow
Rock Missouri State Park (DNR)
and Friends of Arrow Rock. Events
continued with a weekend commemoration at Fort Osage, sponsored by
MRO/SFTA, Jackson County Parks
& Recreation, and the Society of
Friends of Fort Osage. This included
the debut of the Santa Fe Trail 200th
Timeline Exhibit, as well as historical presentations and living history at
Fort Osage.
DOUGLAS COUNTY
To commemorate National Trails
Day, as well as the Santa Fe Trail
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200th, the Douglas County Chapter
of the Santa Fe Trail Association
held a special program and dedication on June 5, 2021. The event,
“Trails and Trailblazers,” took place
in the town of Baldwin City, at the
Black Jack Battlefield, a “Bleeding Kansas” site tied to abolitionist
John Brown, and at the Black Jack
Park and Ivan Boyd Prairie Preserve,
located three miles east of Baldwin
City, Kansas. Attendees could participate in activities such as old time
games, buggy rides, a stagecoach on
display, history display, Baker University Old Castle Museum Santa
Fe Trail display, a tour of the Black
Jack Battlefield with living historians
portraying John Brown and Captain
Pate, and the highlight of the day
was the dedication of the new Black
Jack Ruts hiking trail and exhibits.
HEART OF THE FLINT HILLS
Activities to commemorate the Santa
Fe Trail 200th were held in Council
Grove, Kansas, with the Heart of
the Flint Hills Chapter as one of
the primary planners of this mayorappointed community planning
group. Activities included a Michael
Martin Murphey concert held in the
Amphitheater in Riverwalk Park;
a “Gunfight on the Santa Fe Trail”
that featured a weekend of family
entertainment with vendors, old west
reenactments, gunfight competition,
art, poetry, trail grub, and music provided by 3 Trails West and Diamond
W Wranglers; a reception/program
commemorating the 175th anniversary of the arrival of the Mormon
Battalion in Council Grove; the
“Military on the Santa Fe Trail” with
speakers, presentations, and displays
relating the impact of the military
on the Santa Fe Trail, including the
encampment of the Mormon Battalion, the 8th Kansas Volunteer
Infantry, and the Buffalo Soldiers
that protected the Santa Fe Trail;
Chef Walter Staib and his film crew
attended to acquire interviews/footage for a second segment of “A Taste
of History” from the Santa Fe Trail;

a “Madonna Trudge” consisting of
a run/walk, and a Madonna of the
Trail “lookalike” short walk contest;
and Rendezvous at Council Grove
including the “Voices of the Wind
People Pageant,” Mountain Men
Exposition, antique wagon show, historical presentations and demonstrations, and the Santa Fe Trail 200th
Timeline Exhibit. “Gathering on the
Trail” art show and sale was held in
December 2021.
COTTONWOOD CROSSING
Programming during 2021 included
a presentation of the “Aerial View of
the SFT through Marion County”
by John Kliewer and Rich Giblin,
professional pilots; a first-person
presentation of Marion Sloan Russell; guided walking tours of the
French Franks’ Trading Ranche site;
the replacement of a wayside exhibit
at Cottonwood Crossing, and a program presented by Leo Oliva; “The
Santa Fe Trail: A Trail of Conquest.”
In addition, Steve Schmidt presented
"Santa Fe Trail 101" to a number of
diverse audiences.
QUIVIRA
The Quivira Chapter joined with
communities along the Trail in
McPherson, Rice, and Barton counties to plan a series of events to commemorate the SFT 200th. These
included activities such as a photo
contest, a passport activity, furnishing
SFT-related books at various reading
levels to libraries, sponsoring a “Read
Across the Santa Fe Trail” activity for
youth/adults to coincide with Read
Across America and special exhibits
at museums. In addition, programming for the 200th included a Zoom
presentation by Pauline Sharp as
“Chief Lucy,” the first woman chief
of the Kanza; Jay Clark, presented
“Buffalo Soldiers: Protecting the
Santa Fe Trail" at the Barton County
Historical Museum; Jeff Davidson,
with a musical history of the Santa
Fe Trail at the Sterling Summer
Concert Series; Jim Gray presented
“An Evening on the Old Salt Road”
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in Geneseo, Kansas, and explained
how that trail connected the Smoky
Hill Trail to Cow Creek Crossing on
the Santa Fe Trail; an encampment
and presentation of “Mountain Men
on the Santa Fe Trail” at the Old
Mill Museum, Lindsborg, Kansas;
a presentation by Leo Oliva, “Food
on the Santa Fe Trail--What Did
They Eat on the Santa Fe Trail?” and
a program “Infantry Soldier of the
1860s,” presented by Rex Abrahams,
volunteer at Fort Larned NHS.
A week-long camp, held at the Barton County Historical Museum, featured “Ride Into History” and helped
participants learn about becoming
historical performers. It included
an evening performance with the
characters participating. A weekend
of events at various Santa Fe Trail
sites focused on life on the Santa Fe
Trail and featured a special traveling
trunk from the Kansas Historical
Society, “Trading on the Santa Fe
Trail;” trappers/trading on the Santa
Fe Trail; the unveiling of a Santa Fe
Trail mural; and an encampment at
Running Turkey Creek that featured
a Cheyenne camp, a military infantry
escort camp, women on the Santa
Fe Trail,;and the connection of the
Cherokee Trail to the Santa Fe Trail.
A trail guide was created to lead
participants to various Trail sites,
including Ed Miller’s grave and the
Empire cemetery.
Another weekend event, “Little
Arkansas Rendezvous,” highlighted
four specific Quivira Chapter sites
including Camp Grierson, which
featured a Buffalo Soldiers Camp;
Swanson’s Swales which offered
participants a chance to walk in the
swales; Fry’s Ruts featured an Indian
encampment and wagon rides in
the trail swales; and a chance to visit
the Little Arkansas river crossing
and ranch and the stone corral, both
trading stops on the Santa Fe Trail.
Another special event was held at
the site of Ralph’s Ruts and featured
the dedication of the Plum Buttes
Massacre memorial, along with supWinter 2022 34
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per in the ruts, and a chance to experience the sunset at Gunsight Notch.
A rededication of the DAR marker
at Buffalo Bill’s Well was held in
October 2021, with a program by
Linda Colle, “Ranch at Cow Creek
Crossing.”
WET/DRY ROUTES
The Wet/Dry Routes Chapter is assisting the Santa Fe Trail Center in
creating a visitor experience at the
newly acquired Santa Fe Trail segment, “Sharp’s Ruts,” located near
Chase, Kansas. They have created a
storyboard with information about
the site to be installed at a parking
area. Signage identifying the site was
received from the National Trails
Office. A program featured Ron
Gruber, who presented a program
on the Atchison, Topeka and Santa
Fe Railroad. To commemorate the
Santa Fe Trail 200th, the chapter
designed and sold 200th Anniversary
socks.
DODGE CITY/FT. DODGE/
CIMARRON
Throughout 2021, the Dodge City/
Ft. Dodge/Cimarron Chapter published weekly digital posts about
the Santa Fe Trail markers located
in Ford and Gray Counties, Kansas.
Posts are featured in the Dodge City
Daily Globe and shared via Facebook
and can be found @santafetrail1821
or on Pinterest at www.pinterest.
com/santafetrail1/dodge-citychapter-sft-markers/. The chapter
printed Santa Fe Trail placemats and
provided them to restaurants in their
chapter area. The chapter also cosponsored a wreath laying ceremony
and rededication of the DAR marker
near Fort Dodge, Kansas, with a presentation featuring Deb Goodrich.
In August, the chapter partnered
with the Western Cattle Trail Association to provide a day of speakers
and presentations, including Henry
Crawford relating the “Life of a Buffalo Soldier.”
WAGON BED SPRING
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Chapter President Linda Peters
provided a program at the Finney
County Historical Museum, “The
Santa Fe Trail: Interstate of the
1800s,” and Leo Oliva provided a
program, “The Santa Fe Trail, an
Overview.” Plans are being made to
commemorate the 200th at the site
of Wagonbed Spring during 2022,
and the chapter is coordinating the
display of the 200th Timeline Exhibit at various locations in their
chapter area.
CIMARRON CUT-OFF
The Cimarron Heritage Center coordinated a day-long tour of Santa
Fe Trail sites in Cimarron County,
Oklahoma, featuring many on private land that are not readily accessible.
BENT’S FORT
Along with planning the 2021 Symposium, the Bent’s Fort Chapter also
held a clean-up day at Boggsville,
and provided a program about Sand
Creek. The highlight of the year was
the Symposium held at Otero Community College, La Junta, Colorado,
and at Bent’s Old Fort. Held on
September 22-26, 2021, the theme
of the Santa Fe Trail Association
Symposium was “The Santa Fe Trail
Lives On: 200 Years of Commerce &
Cultural Connections,” and featured
historical topics presentations, over
80 living historians portraying life at
Bent’s Fort in 1843, and two meals
served in the courtyard of Bent’s Old
Fort, with musical entertainment and
a fandango.
CORAZON DE LOS
CAMINOS
The Corazon Chapter participated
in Fort Union Days, toured the site
of the St. Vrain mill in Mora, which
was built in 1864, and learned of
its important role in supplying Fort
Union with flour and the effects on
the Mora residents of Ft. Union with
its almost insatiable need for food
for army personnel and their animals.
Wagon Tracks

Plans were also shared concerning
the mill’s restoration. An outing to
Wagon Mound provided the chance
to view ruts in the area, visit the
cemetery, and learn about the community of Wagon Mound during the
historic Santa Fe Trail period. Jaime
Salazar provided access to Trail ruts
on his property that lead to Watrous,
and provided information about his
ancestor, Charles Fraker, who traveled the Trail and was a freighter and
contractor. The chapter placed an educational panel at a wayside just off
I-25 Exit 387 leading into Wagon
Mound, featuring a painting, “Oxtrain at Wagon Mound,” by Inga
Ojala, a Kansas-based artist, with the
panel to commemorate the 200th
anniversary of the Santa Fe Trail. The
chapter commemorated the meeting
of Becknell and Gallegos near Las
Vegas, New Mexico, on November
12-14, with events including speakers, dinner, and a wreath-laying by
the DAR at the marker on the Las
Vegas Plaza and the special marker
placed during the 175th at the site
of the Becknell/Gallegos meeting in
1821, near present-day Kearny Gap.
END OF THE TRAIL
Due to limitations of Covid-19 and
gatherings indoors in Santa Fe, the
End of the Trail Chapter primarily
focused on activities to commemorate Becknell’s arrival in Santa Fe
on November 16, 1821. The event
held on November 13-14, 2021,
included a tour to Jim Gordan’s private museum, a stop at Kozolowski’s
Ranch, a presentation by James Riding In about “Indians on the Santa
Fe Trail,” and a buffalo/trout dinner at the historic La Fonda Hotel.
On Sunday, November 14, 2021, at
10:00 a.m. “La Llegada ~ The Arrival” took place with a reenactment
of Governor Melgares greeting William Becknell, arriving on horseback,
at the Santa Fe Plaza. There was also
recognition of the Santa Fe Plaza
DAR marker. 
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Calendar of Events
January 30, 2022: Boonville, MO. MRO
Chapter luncheon commemorating the
return of Becknell from Santa Fe.
April 1-2, 2022: Dodge City, KS. SFTA
Board of Directors meeting/workshop.
May 22, 2022: Boonville, MO. MRO
Chapter luncheon commemorating Becknell's second journey to Santa Fe.
September 22, 2022: Larned, KS. SFTA
Board of Directors meeting.
September 22-24, 2022: Larned, KS.
Rendezvous. "Youth on the Santa Fe
Trail."
April 14-15, 2023: Site TBD. SFTA
Board of Directors meeting/workshop.
September 20-24, 2023: Independence,
MO. Symposium and SFTA board meeting.
April 12-13, 2024: Site TBD: SFTA
Board of Directors meeting/workshop.

March 28-29, 2025: Site TBD.
SFTA Board of Directors meeting/
workshop.

September 24-27, 2025. Council
Grove, KS. Symposium and SFTA
Board of Directors meeting.
Please check locally for any delays or
cancellations. See www.santafetrail.
org/trail-events.html and www.santafetrail200.org for additional dates and
information. Forts along the Trail have
websites listed at www.santafetrail.org/
trail-events.html.

September 26-28, 2024: Larned, KS.
Rendezvous and SFTA Board of Directors meeting.
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